
 

  
 

 

Highlights from the OECD Webinar: “The ties that bind: Government Openness as Key 

Driver of Trust”, September 11th, 2020 

 

People’s expectations of their government are context-specific and change over time. 

 

 In contexts where quality of governance is low, people have higher expectations regarding key 

features of democracy (such as free elections, free opposition and equality before the law). In 

contrast, people are less demanding in well-functioning democracies. Results from the 2012 

European Social Survey show a gap between the ideal view of democracy (expectations) and 

assessments of how democracy actually works. While people’s evaluation of how democracy 

works is aligned with experts’ evaluations (World Bank World Governance Indicators), 

people’s expectations of a well-functioning democracy correlate negatively with the quality of 

governance in their own country. 

 

The second webinar of the OECD series “Building a New Paradigm for Public Trust” discussed the 

role of social dialogue and public engagement in building trust between people and public 

institutions. In a post Covid-19 context where countries are defining long-term recovery 

measures, it is of utmost importance to understand how the public is involved, and whether 

governments are listening to people’s concerns and ensuring that decisions follow democratic 

principles. During the webinar, particular emphasis was placed on addressing how open 

government practices, including the proactive disclosure of data, as well as digital technologies, 

can help design and deliver public services and policies to respond to people’s needs and 

expectations. 

http://www.oecd.org/fr/gov/webinar-series-building-a-new-paradigm-for-public-trust.htm


 

  
 

 

 

 Monitoring people’s expectations as well as their evaluations of democracy can help us better 

understand trust in government. Improving government openness and citizen participation 

can help close the gap between ideal and real democracy, especially at the local or community 

level. 

 

 According to an online IPSOS-Mori survey carried out in 2018, respondents trust scientists and 

other experts, including civil servants, more than elected representatives. Traditional parties 

and politicians are perceived as not caring about “people like me”. Additionally, governments 

are considered unreliable and seen as not keeping their promises (43% of respondents 

disagreed with the statement “the government is reliable/keeps its promises” vs. 6% on 

average for other institutions). These results may show a discontent with elites as well feelings 

of poor government performance. 

 

World Bank World Governance Indicators 
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Correlation between World Bank Governance Indicators and the 
meaning that people attach to democracy 

Source: European Social Survey Round 6, 2012 



 

  
 

 

 

Governments should focus on delivering on what matters the most to people, but how services are 

delivered also matters. 

 

 Evidence from different sources indicates that government openness is an important 

determinant of people’s trust in government (ESS, IPSOS-Mori and OECD). 

 

 

  



 

  
 

 According to the 2012 ESS, trust in the parliament, the police and the legal system is strongly 

correlated with people’s evaluation of equality before the law, protection against poverty, and 

fair elections. Moreover, trust in public institutions is positively correlated with government 

“openness”, interpreted as “providing an explanation of its actions”.  

 

 Engaging in open conversations that allow people to express their needs and expectations can 

improve policy design, and not only service delivery. Milan’s “2020 Adaptation Strategy”, defined 

after the COVID-19 lockdown, relies on extensive consultation with citizens who submitted 

proposals on sustainability (e.g. expanding bicycle lanes), timing, spaces and services (e.g. 

increasing green areas) and labour (e.g. smart-working). A “citizen-informed” strategy is necessary 

to re-establish public trust. 

  

 

 

 Open North Canada partnered with the Standards Council of Canada to organize a national 

consultation and a collaborative workshop in July 2020to understand participants’ data needs 

on the topics of disease spread, government action, and community impact. The results of the 

consultation indicate that long-standing barriers to data use are exacerbated by the 

pandemic, while citizens want more data opened, integrated and easily accessible.  

 

The COVID-19 crisis has put governments through a ‘stress-test’ to deliver on the needs of people 

and businesses. Proactive disclosure of government data and digitalization of services can help 

overcome these challenges. 



 

  
 

 

 The COVID-19 pandemic can also be thought of as a “data crisis”, since it has exposed gaps in 

critical data infrastructure and policy. Fragmented approaches to data collection, sharing and 

use were observed not only across countries, but also within countries, increasing distrust and 

lowering compliance with safety measures. Using examples of proximity-tracing apps, Belgium 

and Canada underlined the importance of leadership in data standardization, interoperability 

(i.e. the ability to integrate multiple datasets), adoption, and enforcement across jurisdictions. 

 

 Beyond technical resources, effective communication and co-ordination are essential to 

provide timely responses, build trust and secure popular support for governmental policies. 

For example, the federal bureau responsible for the digitalization of services in Belgium took 

several actions to respond to COVID-19 using a user-centric design approach. These actions 

involved creating an information platform for citizens, as well as a platform for professionals 

to order relevant supplies (e.g. masks). In the case of the proximity-tracing tool, while an app 

was being developed by an international taskforce, some concerns that arose during an early 

review regarding compliance with the EU data privacy regulation were leaked to the press, 

and resulted in regional governments withdrawing their support for the application. . 

 

Communication strongly affects the people’s perceptions of their government. 

 Increasing trust in government openness, transparency and competency requires enhancing 

the communication with the public. This communication can be focused on increasing 

government accountability. For example, sharing data risk assessments publicly – rather than 

having the information leaked -- can increase trust in government’s digital applications and 

services. 

 

 In addition, according to IPSOS-Mori’s results, misinformation and the way the media 

communicates about trust in government affects people’s perception. Promoting open 

government practices can counterbalance the spread of disinformation, especially during a 

crisis.   

 

 During the outbreak of Covid-19, vast number of citizens around the world have shown 

support and trust in government choices, complying with unprecedented measures put in 

place by governments to limit activity, for the sake of protecting everybody’s health. Yet, the 

public has also expressed concerns about the type and purpose of data and digital tools used 



 

  
 

by governments to respond to the pandemic, and about the limited transparency and clarity 

of the rationale for some measures adopted by governments. Unco-ordinated communication 

across jurisdictions and public institutions and change of rules may increase scepticism and 

mistrust. 

 


