Highlights from the OECD Webinar: “Crisis as an engine of public sector trust:
Opportunities for COVID-19 recovery”, November 12th, 2020
The fourth in the OECD series of webinars on “Building a New Paradigm for Public Trust” discussed
how the performance of public administrations, especially in terms of responsiveness and integrity,
affects trust in public institutions. Particular emphasis was placed on understanding the
characteristics and actions that could contribute to building trustworthy institutions. Participants
also looked at how having access to more comprehensive and disaggregated data allows
governments to better integrate and use data in the policy cycle as well as to enhance public
administration capabilities.

Governments’ performance is affected by specific characteristics of public administrations, which
should be considered in the context of reform efforts


The accountability channels of civil servants have a major impact on different indicators of
government performance. For example, meritocratic administrations -- those in which
recruitment and promotion of government employees are based on merit and where civil
servants are accountable to peers instead of politicians -- are correlated with perceptions of
higher effectiveness and impartiality. Systems with clear separation between the career
progression of bureaucrats and politicians rely less on special employment laws and tend to
perform comparatively better.

Source: Lapuente and Dahlstrom (2017), Organizing Leviathan, Cambridge University Press.
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The current crisis could provide an opportunity to promote public management reform in several
areas, focussing on more agile, simpler, digital and less bureaucratic processes. It may also be an
occasion to redefine the role of motivated and capable public officials as a crucial asset for
administrations. To building or restore trust in the short run, it is important for governments to
communicate more effectively. This entails keeping people constantly informed, presenting
information in an accessible, open and simple way, and framing information in ways that could
contribute to influencing behaviour.



In the years to come, public administrations may have to operate in a “chronic crisis of
governance” Maintaining trust in this context will require high levels of adaptability, agility and
resilience from public administrations. Furthermore, while trust in experts has increased during
the crisis, it is not clear whether this trend towards technocratic governance will last, not only
because it can affect democratic accountability but also because of the role played by
misinformation and conspiracy theories.

Examples from countries indicate that a focus on users has helped efforts to build trust, but some tradeoffs have been hard to overcome


The COVID-19 emergency has made the provision of public services more challenging. The
Canadian experience highlighted several strategies that could help maintain and build trust during
a crisis. For example, the flexibility to move talent to where it is most needed as well as adapting
and deepening the provision of digital services. Second, providing timely, easily accessible and
accurate information about the situation and government actions. Finally, a focus on user needs
and people’s expectations has been at the core of the Canadian strategy to fight the COVID-19
crisis.



The New Zealand administration has been successful in containing the spread of COVID-19. Trust
in public institutions has increased in recent years and remains comparatively high. Still, the crisis
shed light on the need to advance towards collaborative approaches for tackling complex
challenges; this is captured in the Civil Service Act (CSA), enacted in August 2020. The CSA
highlights “acting with a spirit of service to the community” as the fundamental characteristic of
the public service. An initiative that is expected to increase trust is sharing stories on the “Spirit
of service to the community” website; profiling essential workers and what they have done to
help New Zealanders during the crisis.



At the same time, the pandemic helped accelerate the pace of reforms that governments were
already implementing. In particular, it prompted performance management systems to start
emphasising outcomes (rather than inputs), and helped align the complex network of government
organisations behind a clear goal or challenge. A successful pre-pandemic example in the USA
comes from the Veteran Affairs (VA) Department, which set up a taskforce to reorganize all their
processes around the veteran experience. This initiative increased trust in VA to do the right thing
for veterans from about 55% to 85% over 5 years.



The COVID-19 crisis revealed a lack of co-ordination and communication among levels of
government vis-à-vis citizens. Public disputes between public authorities can erode trust in all
public institutions. For example, in Japan, there was a disagreement in April between the
government of Metropolitan Tokyo and the central government over which businesses to close
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during the state of emergency. The Tokyo governor pushed for a stricter lockdown, while the
central government was reluctant to provide extra compensation for business closures. Such
disagreements shed light on the importance of fostering dialogue between stakeholders and work
towards achieving consensus based on clear and reliable information.
Disaggregated data is more amenable to action and easier to integrate in the policy cycle.


Political leaders, policy makers and citizens have requested new and more frequent data during
the COVID19 crisis to help them stay informed and make decisions. While many countries have
been able to gather granular data from multiple public sector sources , many admit to difficulties
with sharing these data in open format and reusing them. In addition, the COVID-19 crisis has also
created additional needs to monitor people’s trust, concerns, well-being and mental health.



Government activity can be measured through “objective” performance measures, derived from
administrative sources, or from “subjective” measures, based on people’s experiences,
perceptions and expectations (e.g. trust, satisfaction). Objective and subjective measures should
not be treated as opposites, but as complementary. For example, even if people report that they
have not been victims of petty corruption (e.g. been asked for bribes to access a service), this does
not mean that their perceptions of lack of integrity in the civil service are misguided.



Trust in government correlates with responsiveness of public services and integrity of civil
servants, even if people are not always able to pinpoint the causes of low or high quality of
services. For example, in Mexico, trust in state and municipal governments correlates with
satisfaction with highways and roads, police services and streets and avenues, services mainly
provided at the local level. The correlation between satisfaction with these services and trust in
federal government is very low or inexistent, although these services are partly managed by the
federal government (e.g. federal police).
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Trust in different levels of government in Mexico and satisfaction with public services
Highways and roads

Police services

Streets and avenues

Source: INEGI 2019 Quality of Government survey for people and households



More disaggregated data on the attributes of services sheds light on possible risk factors and could
inform concrete policy actions. For example, the Mexican Quality of Government survey found
that in 2019, 80% of the population reported that hospitals were crowded and 45% that there
were not enough doctors. Such metrics, disaggregated by state, have been used to co-ordinate
the response to the COVID-19 crisis.
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Source: INEGI 2019 and 2017 Quality of Government survey for people and households
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