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Abstract

Purpose: Public policies, as the primary instruments of government, play a fundamental role in
coordinating and governing society, and their success depends on a set of institutional, executive,
and behavioral factors. One of the most important of these factors is the extent to which
governments and policymakers attend to citizens’ preferences and how they respond to public
expectations—an issue that has a direct impact on policy effectiveness, public trust, citizen
participation, and the enhancement of governmental legitimacy. In recent years, with rising public
awareness, the expansion of communication tools, and increased social demand-making, public
preferences and the necessity of governmental responsiveness have become central concerns for
scholars and practitioners in the field of public policymaking. From this perspective,
policymakers’ behavior in confronting public demands and preferences cannot be regarded merely
as a managerial or administrative action; rather, it constitutes a decisive element in shaping public
cooperation and participation in governance processes. Accordingly, the objective of this article is
to analyze and explain the framework of policymakers’ behavior in responding to public
preferences from the citizens’ perspective. By identifying the dimensions of the salience of public
issues among citizens, this study examines the type and behavioral patterns of policymakers’
responses to salient preferences from the viewpoint of citizens and proposes an analytical
framework in this regard.

Methodology: To address the research questions, this study adopts a qualitative research design, as
understanding citizens’ preferences, their expectations of government, and their subjective
perceptions of policymakers’ behavior requires in depth and interpretive methods. Data were
generated through two main sources: semi structured interviews and a review of documents and
scholarly articles related to policymakers’ behavior, issue salience, and types of governmental
response. In order to identify the optimal level of governmental attention to public preferences and
to gain a deeper understanding of citizens’ expectations, semi structured interviews were
conducted with approximately 90 Iranian citizens with diverse social and experiential
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backgrounds. The interviews focused on themes such as identifying the importance of public
issues, criteria for issue salience, and public expectations regarding the type, speed, and manner of
governmental response. The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis, supported by
MAXQDA software, in order to extract and organize the main framework and underlying themes.

Findings: The results of the thematic analysis of the interviews indicate that citizens’ expectations
regarding the type of policymakers’ response are neither uniform nor constant; rather, they vary
significantly depending on the degree of importance and the level of salience of public issues.
Depending on whether an issue is perceived as highly important, widespread, or urgent, citizens
hold different expectations of the government and policymakers. Accordingly, the framework of
policymakers’ behavior in responding to citizens’ public preferences is examined through two
main components: first, the salience or importance of the policy issue from the citizens’
perspective; and second, citizens’ expectations regarding the type of governmental response. The
analysis led to the identification of two overarching themes, eight organizing themes, and twenty
one basic themes, which together explain the various dimensions of citizens’ perceptions of issue
salience and patterns of governmental responsiveness.

Conclusion: Based on the findings of the study, the salience of issues from the citizens’ perspective
is influenced by factors such as intensity of impact, scope of social influence, and urgency. The
more intense, widespread, and urgent an issue is perceived to be, the greater citizens’ expectations
for governmental intervention and responsiveness become. Moreover, citizens’ expectations
regarding the type of governmental response depend on factors such as whether the government
should intervene directly, the speed of response, the visibility and transparency of actions, the
depth and seriousness of intervention, and the extent to which public opinions are consulted in the
policymaking process. With regard to highly salient issues, citizens expect the government itself
to act as the primary responding actor, to respond rapidly, to accompany its actions with
transparent communication, and to take citizens’ views and preferences into account when
determining the type of response. The findings of this study can assist policymakers in achieving
policy objectives while simultaneously enhancing public satisfaction, trust, and participation, and
ultimately contribute to improving the effectiveness and legitimacy of public policies.
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