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Summary

The 2020 meeting of the OECD Network of Senior Officials from Centres of Government 
was hosted by the government of Luxembourg and chaired by Jacques Flies, Secretary 
General of the Prime Minister’s Office. The meeting was held virtually as a result of the 
ongoing challenges related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Senior officials from the Prime 
Minister’s and President’s offices of 31 OECD member countries participated. Most were 
at the level of Secretary Generals or Heads of Government offices. 

The meeting explored two issues being addressed by governments during this particular 
crisis: the governance challenges and the role of scientific expertise and evidence in the 
decision-making process.

The opening interventions from His Excellency, Xavier Bettel, Prime Minster of 
Luxemburg, highlighted the challenges in organising the response to a crisis that appeared 
suddenly with such a wide range of impacts on health, the economy, psychology and 
international travel amongst others. He recognised the challenges that staff in the 
centres of government face in supporting the leadership in such a multi-faceted and 
fast moving crisis. He also highlighted the communication challenges regarding policies 
around lockdowns as well as the rollout of a future vaccination campaign. He concluded 
that the sharing of knowledge and practices amongst peers is particularly important in 
this period and underscored the value of multilateralism in order to emerge from crisis.

The Secretary-General of the OECD mentioned the importance of the Centres of 
Government Network in providing a safe space for knowledge sharing and discussing 
the lessons learned. He highlighted that the COVID crisis is the first ‘total crisis’ most 
of us have faced in our lifetimes affecting all sectors, countries, society and levels of 
society. He focused on three issues for the recovery: trust, evidence and agility as critical 
to effective government responses to the crisis. On trust, he mentioned how important 
it was for the recovery and that it should not be taken for granted as it took OECD 
countries over 10 years to regain citizens’ trust after the financial crisis. Citizens also 
now expect much faster and responsive governments and going back to the ‘old normal’ 
may undermine trust further. On evidence, he mentioned that the need for expertise has 
become even more obvious in this highly uncertain environment. Finally, the crisis offers 
an opportunity to review our ways of working and the entire machinery of government. 
The centre of government, he noted will play a critical role in this regard and the OECD 
stands ready to support their efforts in building back better.

Session 1: Managing the virus and its consequences: how to adapt our 
emergency response systems and build public trust in their outcomes

This session was moderated by the OECD Director of Public Governance, Elsa Pilichowski 
and set out the key challenges that centres of governments are facing in managing 
the crisis but also how centres of governments are planning to chart a way forward 
during the recovery phase. Ms. Pilichowski summarised some of the conclusions from 
the recent OECD Public Governance Week including the modernisation in decision-
making processes as a result of the crisis, the resulting new expectations from citizens, 
and the focus on accountability and transparency as a result of the speed of decision-
making. She highlighted the importance of the centres of government and the Network 
in sharing experiences on lessons learned.

The session underlined that countries faced many similar challenges in the crisis response 
and the particular challenges of balancing different needs – from the accountability and 
legal requirements to the need to act fast, to potential variations in response depending 
on the focus on health or the economy, to the need to centralise decisions to respecting 
local government decision-making processes.
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Delegates shared information on the institutional arrangements in place to manage the crisis and 
highlighted the importance of putting in place very quickly co-ordination mechanisms taking 
into account existing mechanisms where possible. Delegates noted that a whole of government 
approach was critical to develop policies that were coherent across the board (for instance on 
impacts of the crisis on women). One delegate highlighted the fact that conversations had to 
take place much more often than usual – almost on a daily basis – with a broader set of agencies 
and bodies to take the right decisions, implement and adjust solutions quickly to manage the 
crisis. Some delegates highlighted reforms that have been put in place to accelerate public 
administration reform including on public procurement and regulatory simplification. Some 
delegates highlighted that the public administrations have had to experiment, and the crisis 
has led to opportunities to solve some previously intractable bureaucratic stumbling blocks. 
Lessons included that the centres of government needed to build capacity on strategic foresight, 
forward planning and evidence-based policy-making.

Delegates also highlighted the importance of engaging the private sector in the response as well 
as agility in the regulatory environment that allowed, for example, supermarkets to co-ordinate 
on supply or on the production of hand sanitizer. 

Delegates mentioned the need to improve vertical and horizontal co-ordination with regions 
and, in particular, the importance of co-ordinating as uniform an approach as possible with local 
governments, although interpretation of decisions was sometimes unequal.

Trust was a recurring theme from delegates, and some highlighted innovative solutions including      
co-creation of solutions with citizens in hospitals or other health facilities, which helped to make 
social distancing restrictions more effective. A delegate highlighted the importance of behavioural 
insights and the potential role of specific behavioural teams to support communication, planning 
and implementation. Some delegates mentioned the importance of learning lessons from 
previous experiences some countries had done with MERS and SARS. 

Many delegates highlighted the importance of communication in the crisis response with 
frequent media updates. It was noted that regular, evidence and data-based updates were 
crucial for public acceptance, trust and compliance. ‘Explain, explain, explain’, as one delegate 
noted, was crucial to ensuring that citizens trust government decisions and that these are not 
either over cautious or on the contrary reckless. Concern was expressed that citizens were going 
to take the second wave less seriously than the first and that transparency and communication 
were key to ensuring citizens do not become disengaged with the guidelines.

Session 2: The science of evidence and the evidence of science: the role of 
expertise and data in the decision-making process during the COVID pandemic

The second session was moderated by Jacques Flies, the Secretary General of the Government 
of Luxembourg, focused on the role that evidence plays in the decision-making process. The 
Chair highlighted the importance of data and expertise in the management of the crisis as well 
as the challenges with managing diverging views amongst experts. He noted that this needed to 
be carefully communicated to ensure that citizens trust government with the decision-making 
process, including how to balance medical expertise with economic, social and political issues.

Delegates highlighted their experience in managing scientific expertise in the COVID crisis 
context. Some noted the particular role of scientific advisors across government 
departments as well as the importance of modelling to highlight the impact of the virus on 
communities. A delegate highlighted the importance of having clear policy frameworks that 
priviliged public health advice. Some countries had more time to prepare than others and 
used this time to develop a whole of government approach with consistent messaging. 
The question of how science advice was organised was highlighted in particular and the 
value of sometimes having less ingrained and more informal systems that can quickly adapt 
to changing circumstances.
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Delegates also emphasised the importance of the independence of expert agencies to 
build trust with the public. Knowing how to communicate scientific evidence was key 
as well as developing communication strategies that were driven by the evidence and 
data. The role of science communicators relaying the messages to mainstream media 
was seen as crucial. In particular, delegates highlighted that adjusting policies to the 
evidence was an important lesson to ensure decision-making processes were nimble 
enough to allow for adjusting policy responses. A delegate mentioned the creation 
of a digital dashboard which helped to monitor data from regional health systems 
and of which the results were communicated to parliament. Scientific modelling and 
frameworks were also used to develop systems to manage the decision-making process 
in general.

Delegates highlighted the importance of learning the lessons from the ways in which 
the crisis were managed including from the centres of government. Some countries 
have set up investigative committees to assess the response. Others have set up just-
in-time audits to evaluate the early lessons from the crisis. Delegates mentioned the 
importance of communicating front line innovations to the centres of government so 
that these can be scaled up. Delegates called on the OECD to support the drawing up 
of the lessons on what went well, what did not go so well and what could be prioritised 
to prepare for future crises.

Conclusions

The concluding session highlighted how far the Centres of Government Network could support 
future knowledge sharing and exchanges on these topics. 

The intervention from Jeffrey Schlagenhauf, Deputy Secretary-General of the OECD, 
highlighted the importance of first reflecting on the lessons learned from this crisis including the 
governance challenges and innovations opportunities for the future. He highlighted secondly, 
the importance of reviewing our methods and tools in light of the evidence. Government has 
had to adapt and become much more agile at a moment’s notice with a clear impact on citizens 
and citizens will expect faster services (in particular with greater digital services) in the future. 
Finally, he mentioned the need to renew commitments to broader societal outcomes in light of 
the crisis. He called on the Centres of Government Network to take a central role in supporting 
the lessons learned from this crisis. He mentioned that a survey will be sent in December 
2020 to support further analytical discussion at the next meeting of the Senior Officials from 
Centres of Government.

The Chair concluded that the OECD and Centres of Government Network could review and 
evaluate experiences in the management of the crisis in particular as they relate to the 
governance challenges that were highlighted during the meeting. It was noted that the 
Centres of Government Network could be a community of solutions with the sharing of 
experiences on lessons learned and innovative practices that have been put in practice across 
the countries represented. The Chair suggested that this could also be of value to the broader 
OECD community and support strategic guidance to the OECD on member demands. One 
opportunity could be the upcoming Global Strategy Group meeting of the OECD in March. It 
was agreed that information would be sent to the Centres of Government Network on the 
next meeting early in 2021.






