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The annual meeting of senior officials from Centres of 
Government is one of the highlights of the OECD calendar.

As one of the most high-level OECD networks, it offers a 
unique insight into strategic thinking at the top.  We look to 
the Centres of Government to help us find new 
approaches to the unprecedented challenges that we 
face today"

Angel Gurría
Secretary-General of the OECD

"



The current crisis has highlighted the vital importance of the 
Centres of Government to allow political leaders to make informed 
decisions in situations where measures having a profound 
impact on our citizens' lives are required.

Over the last months, an important quantity of information had to 
be properly and quickly analysed to feed into the decision-making 
process. In this sense, the crisis we face since March has certainly 
been one of the biggest challenges for Centres of Governments in 
recent times. At the same time, it is also an opportunity to reflect 
on how the governance at the very top can adjust the decision-
making processes to the challenges that lie ahead of us.   

I greatly welcome that the OECD provides this opportunity to 
the Centres of Governments to have a frank exchange about the 
challenges they are facing and to share their experiences and new 
approaches in decision-making processes garnered over the last 
couple of months. 

   Mr. Xavier Bettel
   Prime Minister of Luxembourg
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic presents an unprecedented global challenge for citizens, 
for businesses and for governments. As of the end of November 2020, less than a 
year after the first cases were brought to the public’s attention, there were over 
63million declared COVID-19 cases and over 1.5 million fatalities. By September 
2020, estimates of labour income losses (before taking into account income 
support measures) suggested a global decline of 10.7 per cent - equivalent to 
US$3.5 trillion, or 5.5 per cent of global gross domestic product (GDP) - during 
the first three quarters of 2020 (compared with the corresponding period in 
2019)1  (ILO, 2020). Meanwhile, governments in G20 countries have spent around 
US$11 trillion in necessary support to individuals, businesses, and the healthcare 
sector since the start of the pandemic.

The pandemic has propelled governments centre stage in managing the health 
crisis and its economic and social after-effects. The government is now at the 
forefront of the response: taking emergency measures, helping citizens and 
businesses to ride out the crisis, engaging with experts, drawing on scientific 
evidence, and finding ways to build public trust in the often difficult decisions 
they take. The crisis has also heralded a different type of government – one 
that has had to take decisions and streamline administrative and bureaucratic 
procedures at break-neck speed.

In this context, centres of government across the world play a critical role, 
as the crisis has required leadership to take unparalleled policy decisions at 
a moment’s notice. Centres of government are confronted with the need to 
be agile in their decision-making, including tackling policy trade-offs, but also 
ensure that accountability mechanisms are not undermined and stakeholders 
are both consulted and engaged. They are also at the forefront of shaping, and 
in many cases implementing and evaluating, the solutions to these governance 
challenges, all at the same time in a rapidly evolving environment. 

There are therefore significant questions that arise as countries turn from the 
immediate management of the crisis to recovery. In particular, how can centres of 
government build on the innovations that have worked whilst ensuring citizen’s 
trust in the outcomes? How can centres of government make the best use of 
evidence in seeking the right strategies to contain the virus and to deliver a 
sustainable recovery with prioritised spending, regulation and other measures? 
The two sessions of the Centres of Government Network meeting underline the 
governance challenges inherent to the crisis, including the speed of decision 
making and the need to mobilise reliable and relevant evidence and expertise 
through newly set up scientific and advisory bodies. 

1 ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the world of work. Sixth edition (September 2020)
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Session 1 
 
Managing the virus and its consequences: adapting our 
emergency response systems and building public trust

The Global Financial Crisis in 2008 clearly showed that the performance of 
government can have long-lasting consequences on public trust. It took a decade 
for trust in government to return to the level measured before the Global Financial 
Crisis in OECD countries (Figure 1).

Building Trust to Improve Outcomes

The COVID-19 crisis has shown how a trusting relationship between people and their 
public administration can make all the difference in addressing societal challenges. 
Growing evidence shows that levels of public trust are strongly affected by the 
perceptions that citizens have of how effective government is in handling the 
health, economic and social aspects of the crisis. At the same time, trust itself has 
an impact on s the efficacy of government action, especially as citizens’ compliance 
is central to health outcomes and the resulting level of confinement.

Evidence shows that the effectiveness of measures designed to address the 
COVID-19 crisis often depends on the levels of trust in public institutions. For 
example, results in 233 regions in 19 European countries show that in high-trust 
regions, mobility related to non-necessary activities was significantly lower than 
in low-trust regions, showing better compliance with national health policies. A 
representative survey conducted in Denmark showed that political trust was highly 
positively correlated with people’s willingness to engage in social distancing (Olsen 
and Hjorth, 2020). 

Figure 1, Confidence in national government in 2019 and its change since 2007.
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At the same time, the choice of policy alternatives during the pandemic is linked 
to how people perceive government competence - meaning its responsiveness and 
reliability - and governance principles – that is its integrity, openness and fairness. 
For example, in Finland and Korea, the reliability and responsiveness of service 
delivery were found to have significant influence on people’s trust in government, 
according to OECD surveys. 

Governance Challenges and Squaring the Circle between Agility and Accountability 

The centres of government have played a critical role in managing and 
coordinating the crisis response. In 2017, 83% of CoGs in OECD countries assumed 
some responsibility or risk management, with only over a third assuming primary 
responsibility (OECD 2018). During this crisis, the centres of government have had 
to take on a more significant and leadership role, even if countries took different 
paths in terms of the institutional set ups for crisis management (see Box 1.1).

Box 1.1. Coordination efforts during the COVID-19 crisis 

In some countries, the coordinator was appointed from within the centre 
of government. For instance in Italy, the head of the Department of Civil 
Protection, located at the Prime Minister’s office was designated as a special 
commissioner for the COVID-19 emergency on 31 January 2020. In Latvia, 
the Director of the State Chancellery was appointed head of the inter-
institutional co-ordination management group set up on 10 July 2020 by the 
Prime Minister. In other countries this role was taken by actors outside the 
centre of government, for instance in the United States and Ireland where a 
public health official took that role. 

In terms of the institutional structures, most countries deployed ad-hoc 
structures created to manage the pandemic. For instance the Intersectoral 
Committee for Coronavirus in Chile or the newly established National 
Cabinet in Australia. Others created temporary, time bound structures as was 
the case in France with the Cellule Interministérielle de Crise (CIC). Others 
still adapted existing structures. In Italy for instance, the Civil Protection 
Department coordinated by the centre of government was mandated with 
managing the response. In Belgium, the national security council chaired 
by the Prime Minister took on this responsibility. Hybrid approaches were 
adopted in Germany with a “Corona Cabinet”.
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In ‘normal’ times, the centre of government is responsible for the co-ordination 
of policies across government in 70% of OECD countries. Since the beginning of 
this crisis, the responsibility for coordination as increased significantly and can 
have a lasting impact beyond the crisis. For example in Australia, the National 
Cabinet established in March 2020 to respond to the crisis will replace the Council 
of Australian Government (COAG) as the primary way in which state and territory 
leaders work with the federal government. The COAG met twice annually, whilst 
the new National Cabinet has met multiple times each week. This frequency and 
shared sense of purpose has meant that it has become a more agile and co-operative 
forum and more effective in delivering co-ordinated action. It was seen by the 
Prime Minister as a leaner body, allowing the government to streamline processes 
and ensure quicker decision-making. Many other examples abound of new ways 
of collaborating across government but also with businesses and citizens. Portugal, 
for instance, has created an Office for Digital Response to COVID-19 to assess and 
implement digital-based measures ensuring a co-ordinated response with both 
public and private sector players.

The speed with which government has had to react to the pandemic has led to new 
streamlined processes and new expectations from citizens on how government 
can function. For example, from the beginning of COVID-19 to now, Colombia had 
its procedures shortened from 30 days to 9 and, some of them from 7 days to 
instantaneously. Going back to the ‘old normal’ would potentially disrupt efforts 
to restore citizens’ trust in governments.

At the same time, accountability, integrity and transparency are also critical to a 
trusting relationship with citizens. Centres of government will need to build on 
crisis-generated innovations in the areas of policy co-ordination across government, 
agility in the decision-making process as well as strategic communications on the 
results of government actions (see box 1.2). These will be critical to supporting 
efforts to ‘build back better’ in 2021 and beyond. 

Box 1.2. Public Communication during the COVID-19 crisis: examples of 
government communication efforts

The COVID-19 crisis has meant that many governments have not only had 
to provide information about the pandemic through general portals (e.g. 
Slovenia  and the Czech Republic ), but also target information at different 
audiences. For instance, Portugal’s National Portal of Citizenship for Counties 
and Parishes has created a COVID-19 dossier automation tool for delivering 
real-time regional-specific information about the crisis to citizens according 
to where they live.  Portugal has also developed a site for children called 
CoronaKids that has tailored information about the pandemic as well as 
games and resources to help with the sudden adjustment to a new normality.  
Other countries have tailored their messages to audiences such as citizens 
abroad (Romania ) or helping people understand the financial support 
they might be entitled to (such as in Colombia  or Canada ). The Belgian 
government translated COVID-19 communication material to 32 languages 
and focused on simplifying the language used in official messages.
 
‘The COVID-19 crisis: A catalyst for government transformation?’, OECD, October 2020
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Questions for discussion

• What are the main governance challenges that centres of government 
are facing in managing the response to the COVID-19 pandemic?

• How are centres of government tackling the need for agility and 
speed whilst ensuring accountability mechanisms remain in place 
and support public trust in government decisions?

• How are centres of government building public trust in their response 
to the crisis and what innovative practices have helped to bring 
citizens on board in the management of the emergency?
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Session 2 
 
The science of evidence and the evidence of science: the role 
of expertise and data during the covid pandemic

The use of scientific evidence in policy-making: lessons from the pandemic

The COVID-19 crisis has given an unprecedented role to evidence, including data 
and scientific expertise. It has also underscored the need to communicate the 
evidence, as well as its limits (e.g. “known unknowns”), in a transparent and 
open manner. This has presented a number of significant challenges: centres 
of government need to synthesise information from multiple sources and use 
it to feed into governments’ plans and responses to the COVID-19 crisis (OECD 
2020). Questions have also arisen regarding which sources of evidence should 
be used and how – bringing in evidence from epidemiology and virology, but 
also economy, sociology, and ethics. Countries are also faced with questions 
around how to communicate evidence across levels of government, and with 
a multiple array of stakeholders, and how to develop a co-ordinated response 
across borders.

Prior to the crisis, promoting and using policy evaluation was a central or 
important function in most centres of government (see Figure 2.1), with varying 
degrees of responsibility (see Figure 2.2).

Figure 2.1 Institutions within the Executive with competences related to policy 
evaluation across government
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Figure 2.2. Responsibilities related to policy evaluation across government in the 
centre of government

Since the crisis, political leaders have enhanced the role of evidence by 
requesting scientific advice and technical expertise to understand and respond 
to the current crisis  (OECD 2020). In many cases, the expertise is provided 
by committees or groups set up specifically for this crisis, as is the case in 
Colombia and Spain. In others, existing institutional structures were used to 
gather scientific advice, as was the case in the UK. 

Early lessons highlighted the importance of multidisciplinary expertise 
that includes not only epidemiology and virology but also a broader set of 
perspectives. For example, Italy’s expert committee on economic and social 
matters was composed of experts in social psychology, economics, finance, 
healthy, philosophy and the environment (OECD 2020). 

Developing a sound evidence-based decision-making process has required 
co-ordination with different actors. For example, in Iceland, the Directorate 
of Health worked hand-in-hand with deCODE genetics, a human genomics 
company to share data, staff and laboratory space (Nature, 2020). It also 
requires co-ordination across government to ensure that the quality of the 
scientific advice stands up to scrutiny and takes into consideration impacts on 
different policy areas.
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All countries OECD members

2 OECD (2020), Providing science advice to policymakers during COVID 19
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Communicating scientific evidence

Communicating the evidence during the pandemic has been mostly co-ordinated 
by the centres of government in OECD countries. Innovative practices have 
become more normalised, including the use of social media. In New Zealand, the 
Prime Minister has communicated such advice through Facebook chats and, in 
Finland, the Prime Minister’s Office has worked with social media influencers to 
provide reliable information.

Communication has also been central in the fight against disinformation. The 
Edelman Trust Barometer found that nearly seven in ten people worried about 
false information or “fake news” before the crisis.  Modern technologies have 
amplified these issues and raised implications for trust in government. It is 
perhaps not surprising, given the importance of getting the evidence right, that 
nearly 80% of the centres of government in a recent OECD survey have sought 
external expertise on this issue. Centres of government in a number of countries, 
including the United Kingdom, Austria and Italy, have created units or task-
forces to co-ordinate the response to disinformation. In the UK, for instance, a 
‘don’t feed the beast’ campaign promoted the use of a checklist before sharing 
information that could potentially be misleading on social media.

Questions for discussion

• How are the centres of government balancing medical expertise with 
social, economic and political considerations?

• How are the centres of government engaging with the scientific 
community and interested stakeholders such as business associations 
and the medical establishment?

• What are the lessons learned on how the centre co-ordinates with 
sub-national governments on the use and interpretation of evidence? 

• What are the challenges that countries face in cross-border sharing of 
evidence and collaboration on the use of that evidence?

Some governments have adopted a transparent approach to the advice that they 
are being given during the pandemic. Lessons have already been learned from 
the first lockdown, where in some cases governments were not seen to be clear 
enough about the role of scientific advice and its limitations in defining policy. In 
a recent OECD survey, over half of the centres of government and ministries of 
health who took part, representing nearly 50 countries, ranked communicating 
during crises as one of their most pressing challenges.
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