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Executive Summary

Dedlining citizen confidence in governments in North America and elsawhere in recent decades has
raised concerns that democratic processes could be adversaly affected as aresult. The main purpose of
this paper isto determine whether empirical evidence suggests a close causd link between the efficiency
with which governments ddiver services, and the degree of trust citizens have in those governments. If
such alink existed, it would provide an important reason in its own right for governments to continue to
make best efforts to improve service ddivery.

The paper is based on areview of relevant literature and a series of interviews with government officids
currently or formerly involved in service delivery issues. It finds that government performanceisan
important determinant of citizen confidence, but government performance obvioudy encompasses much
more than service ddivery. It includes, for example, the success or otherwise of government policiesin
reconciling competing interests, and the competence and integrity with which officids discharge their
duties.

Actua government performance is one thing. Given various possible media interpretations of
government actions, and other factors which influence the ways in which citizens interpret information,
public perceptions of government performance may be quite different than the redlity.

In addition, important factors other than real or perceived government performance affect levels of
citizen trust. For example, postmateridism offers a persuasive explanation for declining confidence in
most forms of authority, not just government, in developed societies.

The paper concludes that, given the fact that the impact of improved service delivery on confidence
could be overwhelmed by the impacts of other factorsin play, it would not be useful to justify service
improvement effortsin terms of possible effects on confidence. Nor isit necessary to do so. The
benefits which better service to its clients offers to governments as wel as dlients provide anple
judtification for ongoing efforts to improve service.



Public Confidencein Government,
and Government Service Delivery

1. Introduction

The Canadian Centre for Management Development’ s long-term research plan for the period 1999-
2001 proposed subgtantia work on citizenship issues, with apart of this work examining the
relationship (redl or perceived) between the efficiency or otherwise with which government delivers
sarvices, and the degree of confidence or trust the public has in government. (Because “confidence”
and “trust” are virtualy synonymous, the terms are used interchangegbly in this paper.)

Thisis an important question. The extent to which citizens confidence in government has eroded in
Canada, and elsewhere, in recent decades, has raised concerns that this might cause democratic
ingtitutions and processes to suffer. Take as an example one reaction to a recent Statistics Canada
study which described Canadians views on the crimind justice system.* “Four of five Canadians lack
fath in justice system,” said the headline of the National Post story on the report. Interviewed by the
National Post, Special Counsd Scott Newark of Ontario’s Office for Victims of Crime warned that,
“The judtice system is one of those public ingtitutions that inherently relies on public confidence,” and
“You don't have a public justice system if you don’t have public confidence in it.”? While University of
Ottawa law professor and former prosecutor David Paciocco believes that thereis no actua crisisin
the crimind justice system, he argues that the crisis of public confidence isamost as serious asa
breakdown in the system itsalf would be:

If the Canadian public, the proprietors of the Canadian justice system, do not have
confidence in it, the system cannot function properly. People will not cometo it when
they are injured, and crimes will continue to go unreported. If Canadians do not have
fath in the system, it becomes ineffective a performing one of its main functions to
reflect and advance basic societd values and standards of behaviour... The very
impression Canadians have of the qudity of the society they livein is damaged, and this,
in turn, damages the quality of their lives. It causes them to be angry, cynicd, jaded, and
needledy afraid. A crimind justice system that has lost public confidenceisalost
system.®

Given the efforts which governments have made in recent years to improve the way they serve citizens,
it isnaturd to ask whether mgor new service initiaives have some potentia to rebuild people’s
confidence in their governments. One of the first publications which resulted from the research program



of Canada s Citizen-Centred Service Network put the question this way:
If service quality changes, do changes in attitudes toward government follow?...

Thisissue is of more than academic interest. If it istrue that service quality
affects attitudes toward government, it would creete a powerful reason for
providing the best possible qudity of service. The rationde for improving
service quality would cease to be (et least in some circles) a peripherd issue,
something that governments might do when time and resources permit for the
sake of pleasing citizens. Rather, it would be regarded as a central element of
public policy, something that responsible governments must do to pursue citizen
engagement.*

A related but more speculative question is whether online communication offers scope for building new
and effective bridges between the governed and their governors. How this possibility might come about
is described on the Government On-Line website;

The online channd can creete opportunities for enhanced citizen engagement.
Citizens can provide ingtant feedback on the services they receive online and
identify their priorities for service improvement. As governments and citizens
learn how to interact in an online environment, there is an exciting potentia for
greater citizen involvement in public policy making, and greater responsiveness
from public figures and inditutions®

Two of theinitid papers commissioned under CCMD’s long-term research plarf looked at aspects of
these questions, and there was some discussion of them at CCMD’s May 2000 symposium which
reviewed these and other papers. In generd, participants were sceptica about whether improved
government service ddivery would enhance public confidence, and sceptica as well about whether
citizens ability to communicate instantaneoudy with government websites would lead to better policy
making.

This paper follows up on that initid work on service ddivery, public trust, and citizen engagement. It is
based on areview of the literature, and interviews with officias or former officias of the Government of
Canada and the Government of Ontario with experience in the area of improving service ddivery. The
next section describes the factors which practitionersin this area argue affect the level of public trust in
government, then examines the role government service delivery might play in that equation. Section 3
reviews empirica evidence relevant to the issuesraised in Section 2, while Section 4 looks briefly at the
citizen engagement/online communication nexus. The lagt section summarizes the conclusions of the

paper.’



2. Public Trust in Government, and Service Ddlivery

A What affects the level of public trust in government?

It is clear from much public opinion survey data that Canadians, Americans, and citizens of severd
athough not al European countries® have logt trust in their governments and governmental processesin
recent decades, even if they have not lost confidence in the fundamental features of representative
democracy.® Faling voter turnout a electionsin North Americais read by some anaysts as further
evidence of faling confidence.!® A few years ago, the head of the Minnesota Citizens L eague obsarved
that “the number of people who have faith in government is about equd to those who believe in
UFOs."* And it is not just ordinary citizens who are having trouble; one of the more sobering
comments to appear in print in sometimeis Gordon Robertson’ s remark to Graham Fraser in January
of thisyear that, “1 guess | don't trust the government.”*2

Scholars have proposed a variety of factors as possible explanations for this phenomenon, while
stressing that what has happened is complex and that much uncertainty is associated with it. The most
important possible contributors to the loss in public trust in government usudly cited include the
falowing*®

. Unhappiness with how government has performed in delivering what people expect it to ddiver,
in both a government operations and a policy sense. This unhappiness is based on “objective”’
circumgances the mal isor isnot ddivered, the Employment Insurance clam s or is not
processed on time, atrade agreement is or is not negotiated. One of those objective
circumstances which has received much atention was the dowdown in the rate of economic
growth which digtinguished the 1970s, 1980s, and the first haf of the 1990s, from the rapid
growth of the earlier poswar period. With the Keynesian revolution, governmentsin the
postwar period accepted greater responsbility for macroeconomic management. They aso
accepted credit for good economic performance, and were |eft vulnerable to blame for
deteriorating economic circumstances.

. Incompetent, ethicaly chalenged, and/or downright corrupt political or bureaucratic leadership
and its manifestations, including scandds such as Watergate in the United States, and the
Somalia, the tainted blood, and the Walkerton water tragedies in Canada. The focus here again
is on objective circumstances. Richard Nixon was indeed a crook; seven people in Walkerton
who drank contaminated water died.

. The ending of successful wars: World War 11, the Korean War, and most recently the Cold
War. War and its sacrifices unite people and their governmentsin a common cause, and the



successful prosecution of war builds public confidence. That sense of acommon cause and
patriotic duty declines asthe crisisis surmounted and gives way to peace.

The public’s more subjective impressons of government performance, which in some cases
diverge sharply from redlity. For example, a 1999 EK OS Research survey asked Canadiansto
identify any type of federa government financia assstance provided to families with children;
44 per cent of respondents named the family allowance, dthough that program had been
cancdlled six years earlier. !

Expectations of what government should deliver, and how it should do so. Rising expectations
unmatched by improved government performance will see that performance “marked down” by
the public.

The extreme negdtivity, typified by the “atack advertisng” aimed at politica opponents, which
has recently become afixture of eection campaigns.

The tendency since the late 1970s of paliticiansin different countries to run their eection
campaigns “againg government,” suggesting to unhappy voters that the problem with
government is not the inherent difficulty of governing in the modern age, but the mere fact of
government itself and its Sze and complexity. The rhetoric accompanying the subsequent
implementation of policies to reduce the role of government often reinforces the idea that there
is something inherently wrong in the very nature of governmen.

Growing public distrust of and dienation from traditiond political parties, with those negetive
fedings towards parties transferring to government itsdlf.

Increased globalization, working ether directly through increased competition’s impacts on jobs
and wages, or through the limitations it imposes on national governments macroeconomic
policy capabilities, or through its contribution to a more generd sense of a*“loss of control” as
the world shrinks and becomes more integrated.

The dramétic wave of innovation which congtitutes the information and communications
revolution, which has brought greet opportunities for some people, but didocation and turmoil
for others.

The declinein “socid capitd,” that is the decline in the number and scope of opportunities
which alow people to work together in voluntary groupings and express trust in each other. As
that kind of trust erodes, trust in government and most other ingtitutions erodes as well.

Comprehengve culturd change in devel oped societies. In the postmaterialism modd, people



freed from economic insecurity become less willing to subordinate their individudity to
authority, and ingtead place increasing importance on values such as self-expresson and the
qudity of life. The result is declining confidence in and deference to most forms of authority, not
only government, but business, unions, churches, parents, etc. Individuaism increases  the
expense of asense of communa belonging and commund responsibility.

Growing and rampant cynicism. People have “lost belief” and become cynicd, and thelr
cynicism isfed by what they regard as the trangparently evident cynicism of their leaders.

The changing role of the media, with specid mention to the powerful impact of televison. Inthe
last three decades or so, the media has become much more interpretive in its reporting and
critical of paliticians and government, and accustomed to framing political coveragein ways
which stimulate public cynicism. ABC's Cokie Roberts referred in 1994 to the view that “the
press won Watergate,” then went on: “My question now is, what have we won lately? And
have we made it harder for the system to work? And is that clash, between politicians and the
press, undermining our indtitutions so fundamentaly that their very survivd is cdled into
question?'*® David Zussman adds that, “ The eight-second spot, the quotable quote, the sound-
bite and live television in the House of Commons have al helped to turn asgnificant part of the
political process into a public spectacle.”*® Most people learn most of what they know about
government from the media, and are susceptible to manipulation by the media and those who
know how to useit effectively.

A more positive view of how public perceptions are formed, which siresses rising education
levels, and peopl€ s ability to access more information about government from a variety of
sources and assess what government is doing. But the effect is still negetive: the more the public
sees and learns, the lessiit likes.

A firgt observation about thisligt isthat it islong. This seems reasonable; as noted earlier, the declinein
public trust is a complicated matter in which anumber of factors have probably played roles, varying
over time and from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. Thus the quality or lack of quality of government
performance is only one among a rdatively large number of potentialy important causd factors. The
corollary is that government performance could improve sgnificantly without necessarily resulting in
higher levels of citizen trugt, or could even be accompanied by faling confidence resulting, say, from
ongoing sea changesin vauesreflected in a generdized declinein trust in dl inditutions.

Second, “government performance’ in a comprehensive sense is a complicated amalgam of what
government is actudly doing and what the public perceivesit to be doing, and it is assessed in light of
expectations. Joseph Nye dludes to the difficulty of measuring it:

But performance is more complicated than it gppears. To what should we
compare government performance? Expectations? The past? The performance



of other countries? That of other indtitutions such as private businesses or
nonprofit organizations? Another problem with measuring performanceis
digtinguishing generd outcomes from specific outputs of government. People
may be properly unhappy with poor socia outcomes even though the qudity of
government outputs does not change. For example, American test scoresin
science and mathematics compare poorly with those of studentsin a number of
other nations, but the role of schools may be lessimportant than the role of
family values and the generd culture in explaining those differences!’

Whatever government performance s, exactly, it certainly encompasses service ddivery but is
congderably broader than that in its scope. Thisissue is examined in more detall below.

Before that, though, it isworth noting that while most of the discussion in the literature focusses on
declining confidence and the reasons for it, there have been periods when peopl€ s confidencein
government has increased substantidly. This occurred in both Canada and the United States between
the 1930s and the 1960s, for example, when levels of confidence rose dramaticaly. The 1930swere a
decade of economic catastrophe which ended with the outbreak of World War 1. The ultimate success
with which the war was waged, the domestic prosperity which returned with the war effort and which
carried over wdll into the postwar period, and the widdly accepted roles which (to varying extents)
Canadian and American governments played in establishing programs consstent with the vison of “a
better postwar world,” appear a least intuitively to have been among the most important factors which
rebuilt North American citizens' trust in government. More recently, Americans confidence in their
federd government rose sgnificantly in the early 1980s, fell again from the mid-1980s through the mid-
1990s, but rebounded sharply at the end of the decade.!® There is some evidence as well of a modest
increase in trust in government in Canada during the mid-1990s,*° dthough confidence may have falen
again later in the decade.®®

Thus the news is not unrdievedly blesk — there is evidence that confidence once lost can be regained.
B. The Place of Service Délivery in an Assessment of Government Performance

Imagine that a citizen’s dediings with government are limited to asingle level of government which
provides her with only one service which she recognizes as such — her pension, say —and collectsa
sngle tax from her. She has no other contact with the administrative processes of government or with
politicians, she does not read a newspaper or listen to radio or watch televison, and she certainly does
not surf the net; she never discusses palitics or government with family or friends (in fact she lives done
in a cabin in the woods some distance from town). In this very atificia environment, it would be
reasonable to argue that her assessment of her government’ s performance would be based on how fair
she feds her tax burden isrelative to the vaue of her pension, how efficiently she fedsthat the penson
is being ddlivered, and how smoothly any problems which develop are handled. Service ddlivery is
clearly important in this assessment, but so are taxes.



Now complicate the Stuation dightly. Assume that she ownsasmadl cdibre rifle which she usesin order
to supplement her diet with squirrel and rabbit from time to time. To promote a higher level of persond
security for dl citizens, the government of this jurisdiction passes alaw requiring the owners of fireerms
to register them, and obtain alicence for the purchase of ammunition. Our citizen learns that she must
comply with the new regulations or face the possibility of crimina charges being laid againg her.

Here is now an additiond interaction with government, this one obliging her to register her rifle and pay
alicence fee in exchange for the intangible service of greater persond security, for her aswell as others.
The basis on which she judges her government’ s performance is now going to expand to include the
perceived vaue of this service versus its cogt to her, both in monetary terms and in terms of the time
and effort needed to comply with the new rules, and in terms of the threat she facesif she does not
comply. With the addition of only this one extra relationship with government, a purely rationa
assessment of overadl government performance has now become quite abit more complex, and thereis
the strong possibility of some powerful emotions being factored into that judgement.

Now set asde our citizen'simaginary and confined rel ationship with government, and consider the
complexity of redlity. She receives awide range of government services some as tangible asthe
remova of snow from her street (she has moved into town from her cabin for the winter), the provison
of the water she drinks, the trestment she receivesin hospita, others as intangible as nationd defence
and the impact of environmenta regulations. Three levels of government provide her with this range of
services, and she pays municipa, provincid, and federa taxes, aswell as avariety of user fees and
charges.

Moreover, sheisnot Smply aclient of government, consuming its services and paying for them. Sheisa
citizen of atown, aprovince, and a country. Sheisinterested in the broad policy and program
directions of her governments, some of which affect her own wefare directly while others do not. She
has more knowledge about some of these issues than others, but she aso has strong expectations and
views, including on some matters she knows little about. She identifies with a particular politica party,
but sheis unhappy about some of what it Sands for. The only paliticians she knows persondly are two
of the town councillors and the mayor, but she knows something about other locd politicians from a
number of sources including her friends and neighbours and her volunteer work and the loca media,
and she hears and sees much about the activities of provincid and nationd politicians from radio and
televison. In fact, she is bombarded with media reports about government-rel ated matters from
morning to night; she spends far more time reading about or watching and listening to commentary
about government than she spends thinking about government services and dedling with the bureaucrats
who ddliver them.? She has concerns about the future, and she expects governments to be planning
how to manage mgor long-term issues. She has a sense of right and wrong.

The firgt point which flows from thisis as obvious asit is important. Just as government performanceis
only one of severd generd factors which affects the public’slevd of confidence in government, service



ddivery isonly one of severd factors people would, in the ordinary course of events, take into account
in assessing government performance. Depending on the individua citizen, that assessment could
encompass views about the efficacy and fairness of government policy, the leve of taxes, ethicsin
government, and other factors besides the quality of government services and the timeliness with which
they are delivered.

The corallary is equdly obvious and important. A citizen may be quite happy with some or most of the
government services sheis recelving, but the potentid for that level of satisfaction to be overshadowed
by other thingsis considerable. She may be unhappy about the quality of one particular service, and if
she ranksthat service as being crucid to her, this may sharply reduce her overdl assessment of the
qudity of goverment services. Or she may bring a problem to her loca councillor which hefailsto
solve. Or she may be unhappy about the level of taxes sheis paying. Or she may be visceraly opposed
to federa government policies on abortion or capitd punishment. Or she may be shocked and gppalled
by amedia expose of vendity in her provincid government. Any of these and other possible factors
may cause her to rate overal government performance poorly despite her satisfaction with most
government services. And it is possible for a reverse feedback effect to occur — her unhappiness with
some non-service aspects of government performance could spill over and cause her to rate
government service ddlivery more negaively that she otherwise might have.?

3. Empirical Evidence on Government Performance,
Searvice Delivery, and Public Trust in Government

A. Government Performance and Public Trust

Severd different approaches to explaining why public confidence in government has declined are
reflected in the empiricdl literature. For the present purposes, probably the most important waysin
which they vary pertain to the role they attribute to government performance, and how they define that
performance.

Some authors argue at least implicitly that government performance is not important to the explanation
of declining trust in government. Take as examples three recent quantitative andyses of the impacts of a
range of explanatory variables (“predictors’) on various measures of public confidence in government
or other ingtitutions Neal J. Roese’s study of Canadians' attitudes toward government is one of these.
Roese tests five predictors to try to explain the decline in trust in government between 1981 and 1990.
The predictors include estimates of the extent to which people were becoming more politicaly active,
and the degree to which their sense of control over their own destinies was changing (both of these
variables showed up as being datisticaly sgnificant); but Roese includes no measure of government
performancein his andysis* A recent Australian paper attempts to quantify the impact of various
predictors of public confidence and migtrugt in five sets of Audraian inditutions, including government
(defined as Parliament, the federd government, politica parties, and the public service). The author



observes that government performance is “difficult to evauate’ and dludesto the problem of
digtinguishing between the perceptions and the reality of that performance; he dso does not report
testing any measure of government performance for its explanatory power in his mode.?® A third
example of the same phenomenon is an American study which probes for the impact of the mediaon
public confidence in government ingtitutions such as the Presidency, the Congress, and the crimind
court system. The study controls for factors such as education and politica partisanship, but makes no
mention of government performance.?®

On theface of it, thiskind of andyss and its results are somewhat difficult to accept. It does seem only
logicd that if confidence in government is the issue, then government performance should a least be
explored as a possible causa factor. Many andysts have done this, with their work differing
congderably in how they define performance and in the relative sgnificance they attribute to it.

One gpproach places strong emphasis on the importance of “objective” measures of performance. (The
term “objective’ is used here amply to describe variables which exist independently of public opinions,
perceptions and expectations, its use implies nothing about the suitability or correctness of these
variablesin the context of the andyss) A good exampleis Frederick Well’s multi-country examination
of dedlining public trust. Well proposes amode in which government’ s economic and politica
performance, plus the overdl functioning of the main ingtitutions of government, al affected public
confidence in six countries (the United States, Britain, France, West Germany, Italy, and Spain) over
four postwar decades. He employs three measures of economic performance: the so-called “ misery
index” (the sum of the unemployment and inflation rates); the rate of growth of gross domestic product;
and public opinion about the state of the economy. He measures political performance with an “index of
civil disorder,” which picks up phenomena such as the incidence of demongtrations, riots, and politica
deaths. Of these four indicators, three are objective, one (public opinion about the economy) is
subjective. He finds that the correlation coefficients between the performance measures and nationd
“politicd trust indexes’ arein most cases datidicdly sgnificant and have the gppropriate (positive or
negative) signs?’ Conclusion: public confidence is driven to an important extent by objectively
measured government performance.

Derek Bok’swork issmilar in spirit dthough very different in detail. He focusses on some Six dozen
objectives which he beieves most Americans would agree are important — controlling inflation and
minimizing unemployment, improving housng sandards, reducing ar and water pollution, facilitating
access to universities, and so on —and which for the most part have asignificant public policy
component associated with them. He then assesses whether progress was made in these areasin the
United States between the early 1960s and the early 1990s, whether the rate of progress dowed down,
gpeeded up, or remained the same; and how the American record compared with those of six other
democracies (Britain, Canada, France, West Germany, Japan, and Sweden). He concludes that the
United States made considerable progress in most of these areas, but that in many cases the rate of
progress dowed, and — most importantly from his perspective the American record compared poorly
with the achievements of the other countriesin the study. The decline in public confidencein



government was thus rooted in the redlity of government performance: “It is hard to look carefully at the
overdl record without agreeing with the mgority of Americans that something is serioudy amiss with the
way in which our government goes about creating and executing public policy.”?

Bok’ s conclusion preserves the importance of objective measures of government performance, but it
depends for its vaidity on whether Americans actudly do compare their circumstancesin a
comprehensve way with those of people in other countries. If they do not, and their trust in government
has falen draméticaly while most indicators suggest that their quality of life hasimproved in part
because of government policies and programs, then perhaps what redly mattersis smply public
perceptions regardless of how closely or not they relate to redlity.

A paper by Arthur Miller and Stephen Borrelli illustrates the approach which puts mgjor emphasison
perceptions of performance as the driving force behind changes in confidence. Miller and Borrdli focus
on the changing patterns of public trust in the American federa government which | referred to earlier —
the increase in confidence during Ronald Reagan’ s first term in office, and its subsequent sharp decline.
They use regression andysis to test for the explanatory power of three sets of variables: one measuring
the popular apped of the president according to people’ s assessments of his persona characteristics
such asintegrity and leedership ability; a second consisting of citizens' evaluations of economic
performance and government economic policy; and athird amed at cgpturing the public’' s satisfaction
or lack of it with government policies in areas such as nationd defence. These are dl subjective
measures of government performance, based on responses to public opinion survey questions. Miller
and Borrdli find that dl of them contributed significantly, with differing relaive impacts over time, to the
changesin public confidence from 1980 to 1988.%° Conclusion: public confidence in government is
influenced mainly or entirely by perceptions.

Another version of this kind of approach reports survey results, with varying degrees of interpretation.
The Pew Research Center in the United States, for example, describes a close relationship between
perceptions of federa government performance and trust in government, based on the results of its
polling in the late 1990s. Only one-quarter of its survey respondents rated government performancein
managing programs as excellent or good; three-quarters rated that performance asfair or poor. The
Center reports that “the government’ s perceived (my itaics) performance fallures Sgnificantly
undermine trust. Fully 70 per cent of those who give the government afair or poor reting say they
bascdly distrust government. The inverse isdso true: 76 per cent of those who are satisfied with
government performance basicaly trust the government.”°

A second well-known example is the mid-1990s survey conducted by The Washington Post, the
Kaser Family Foundation and the Harvard University Survey Project, which explored the theme, “Why
Don't Americans Trust the Government?’ Respondents were asked to explain what accounted for their
low levels of trust in the federd government, and their answers were widdy reported. Very large
mgorities of respondents explained that the federa government was inefficient, wasted too much
money and spent money on the wrong things, was overly influenced by specid interests, and didn’t do
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enough to help people who needed it most. And paliticians were dishonest and unethical.

One of the particular merits of this project, though, was that it tested respondents knowledge levels,
and found that their grasp of facts about palitics, government, and government performance was often
week — that an overwheming mgority incorrectly beieved, for example, that air quaity had
deteriorated rather than improved during the previous 20 years.®! Blesk conclusion: those perceptions
about government which drive confidence can be very badly flawed indeed, shaped asthey are by
biased media reporting coupled with the public’s own ignorance and prejudices. The impressions that
government is inefficient and wastes taxpayers money and is unduely influenced by specid interests are
unsubgtantiated impressions, but they are al-powerful. They, and not the redity of government
performance, are the important redlity.

But pushing the argument to the point of proposing atota disconnect between government performance
and perceptions of that performance surely goestoo far. A fourth and more satisfying approach to the
problem of declining public trust is the one which saysin effect, “ Government performance in an
objective sense matters; but so do the public’s perceptions and its expectations; and so do some other
socid and economic and culturd phenomenawhich will vary in importance from country to country and
from time to time.” The rigoroudy quantitative testing of the rlevant hypotheses may not be possible,
but a smpler form of empiricism may servejust aswdll.

In the United States, for example, the most accepted and widely used index of public confidencein
government is based on a question which has been asked every two years since the late 1950s by the
University of Michigan's Nationa Election Studies Survey.® That index began its decline in the mid-
1960s, plummeting from avaue of 75 in the early 1960sto 35 by 1974. Thereis little reasonable doubt
that Americans enormous loss of confidence in those years semmed from objectively poor federd
government performance — first the Vietnam War, and then the corruption of Richard Nixon's
adminigration. Few people following eventsin the United States closdly during those years would
probably dispute that.

The work of ateam of Harvard scholars led by Joseph S. Nye Jr. also leaves little room for doubt that
the ongoing pogt-Vietnam/post-Watergate decline in Americans' trust in government has been fueled by
other factors, most notably the secular regjection of authority in generd, the massive economic changes
which the information and communications revolution, and globdization, have set in train, an increasing
polarization of palitics which has widened the gap between palitica party activists and the public at
large, and the medid s adoption of an adversarid and negative stance toward many inditutionsincluding
government. Nye and his colleagues have been careful to emphasize, however, that their multi-
causationd gpproach “is not an gpologiafor the federd government. The culture of bad government has
afirm basisin red failures and red problemsin the way our politicians now practise their trade.”*

Another example of multi-causationa anadyssisthework of Ola Listhaug and Matti Wiberg done
under the Bdliefsin Government research program of the European Science Foundation. They examine
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trends in confidence in both government and private indtitutionsin 14 European countries during the
1980s, part of the andlysisis augmented by the inclusion of datafor Canada and the United States.
They find that objective measures of government performance, such as the frequency of changesin
government, and the unemployment and inflation rates, have the expected directiona impacts on
confidence in government indtitutions, but their impact isweek. (Asamoded of scholarly modesty, it
would be hard to beat their nuanced assessment of what their andysis shows: “ At best it has hinted that
the structure of government, primarily ingtability in government, and weak economic performance —
notably unemployment —might have a negative impact on confidence in public indtitutions™**) On the
other hand they find evidence that changing values and beliefs is a stronger determinant of confidence.
And in acompanion paper, Listhaug reports evidence of links between public perceptions of
performance, including economic performance, and trust in government in Norway and Sweden.*

The declinein Canadians' trust in government since the 1960s has dmost certainly been caused in part
by some of the same factors which have been a work in the United States and elsawhere. Take as an
example the postmateriaist rgection of authority. Using the World Vaues Surveys for 1981 and 1990,
Robert Inglehart has found evidence that in most of the 21 countries for which data were available,
including Canada, trust in authority fell during the 1980s as the postmateridist mode predicted. But the
decline in Canada was consderably larger than would have been predicted, making it one of severd
countries which Inglehart argued were experiencing the added impact of other specific factors.®®

Those specific factors dmost certainly included demonstrably poor government performance.

In 1984 Maclean’ s magazine had Decima Research conduct the first of what became its annua poll of
the opinions of Canadians about issues ranging from how optimistic or otherwise they felt about their
own and the country’ s future, to their sexud prodlivities. The results of each survey were analyzed by
Allan Gregg and his colleagues a Decima, and reported extensively in the year-end edition of the
magazine>’

Each year the survey asked people questions about their attitudes toward politicians and government
policies. Some questions changed over time, and the soundings were carried out in greater depth in
some years than in others. Overdl, however, these readily accessible results provide consderable
useful information over a 16-year period both on what happened to Canadians' confidence in
government,® and their perceptions of how effectively government was performing.

Some dide in Canadian trust in government and its capabilities had occurred during the 1970s and early
1980s.* But the results of the first Maclean’s survey in 1984 were interpreted by Gregg asreflecting a
il confident nation, weary of the Trudeau erawhich had just ended, but |ooking forward to the future
with optimism and showing no sgns of rushing to judgement on the new Mulroney government.
Canadians did not seem to be disenchanted with government in genera — fully haf of the respondents
sad that they looked to government (rather than to business, unions, or anyone else) to best look after
their economic interests.*® Despite the early problems of the Mulroney government, including a spate of
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ministeria resgnations and the furor over the proposed partid de-indexation of Old Age Security, the
mood of the country did not sour dramatically in 1985; nearly 80 per cent of those polled in 1985
indicated that their expectations of what political leadership could accomplish had not declined.**

But this changed quickly. By the end of 1986, people were “distancing themsaves from the politica
process,” as one writer put it delicately; everywhere he went, Queen’s University’s Richard Lipsey was
quoted as saying, he was finding that people were fed up with government.*? By late 1989, only 25 per
cent of respondents thought that government would best ook after their economic interests, and Gregg
wrote that Canadians “ have never had less faith in government than they do now.”*3

It got worse by 1990. That year’s poll found that far more respondents had become less proud rather
than more proud to be Canadian, and blamed governments (particularly the federal government) for this
shift in their fedings. Over 60 per cent of those polled said that government had become less effectivein
responding to peopl€ s needs, and that they had a less favourable opinion of poaliticians than they had
had 5-10 years earlier.** One of Maclean's editors wrote that, “ The last comparable loss of pride may
have taken place during the Depression,” and quoted Pierre Berton as saying that, “What you had then
and what you' ve got now is afeding that nothing was working, that the syslem was screwed up, and
that the politicians were no good.”* Former Mulroney advisor, Marcel Coté, said that Canadians were
“amply turning their backs on paliticians. The levels of rage and frustration have never been higher.”*¢ A
study for the Royd Commission on Electora Reform and Party Financing judged thet the level of
cynicism in Canada had by 1990 “reached or surpassed the level observed in the United States, by
mogt indicators.”#

Here was a sunning drop in Canadians trust in government in generd and in the federa government in
particular, which continued through the first haf of the 1990s. The Maclean’ s polls of those years
continued to find extraordinarily high levels of palitica dienation and distrust of government among
Canadians, and a continuing eroson of confidence and optimism. In early 1994 the magazine quoted an
unnamed advisor to Prime Minigter Chrétien as saying that Canadians * have a state of cynicism about
government that borders on nihilism.”* In his andysis of the 1995 poll results, Gregg caled them “the
blackest | have ever examined.”*

Year by year survey respondents identified the various factors which were turning them againgt
government:

. Repeated spending cuts and tax increases, and the introduction of the GST.
. The free trade agreement with the United States, the centrd and divisve issue of the 1988
election.

. The exhaudting and ultimately unsuccessful efforts to forge new and broadly acceptable
conditutiona arrangements.
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. Concerns about growing levels of crime, concerns that immigrants were not adapting to and
embracing Canadian ways quickly enough, afeding tha the physicad environment was
deteriorating, the overall sense of “loss of control” which these concerns engendered.™

. Poor macroeconomic performance. In the early 1990s, with the economy recovering only
dowly from recession, 43 per cent of respondents blamed the federd government for that
Stuation; this was a much higher proportion than thought any other single factor was to blame>!

These were certainly al public policy aress, in which citizens were passng judgements on (mainly)
federd government performance. The interesting issue is the extent to which these judgements were or
were not well-informed. Perhaps the massve loss of public confidence in the federd government
reflected the public's (and the medid s) inability to gppreciate good government performance on difficult
issues —with respect to the free trade agreement, for example, or the introduction of the badly needed
but much misunderstood and deeply hated GST. The public certainly wanted the government to focus
on other things, as Gregg dluded to when he wrote in early 1993:

Think about it —what have been the predominant issues occupying the political agenda
for the past decade? Free trade, the GST, deficit reduction and the Condtitution. Not one
of theseisapeople sissue—zero... You get the sense that the political system’'s

running the politica dite. And the reaction is, “'Y ou don’t understand what we're

going through. Y ou don't listen to us, and you don’t seem prepared to do things

on our behaf.”?

And under thisline of reasoning, when the federd government continued to pursue good but unpopular
policies, the people turned their backs on Ottawa with a vengeance.

There is undoubtedly some truth to this view. Canadians attitudes towards free trade with the United
States and then with Mexico, for example, have changed profoundly since the policy was proposed,
negotiated, and implemented. In 1993, only 31 per cent of respondents to one survey said that they
supported NAFTA, and most of those opposed to it were strongly opposed. By 1999, the level of
public support for NAFTA had risen to 72 per cent, dthough it subsequently dropped back
margindly.> Thisis aremarkable change in sentiment, which suggests that the initial opposition to free
trade was a least in part based on misunderstanding and ungrounded fears of the likely impacts of the

policy.

However, the period beginning in the mid-1980s aso saw afundamenta change in the relaionship
between the level of services the federad government provided to citizens and the cost of those services
to them. The nature and the readily quantifiable extent of this (objective) change goes far towards
explaning why Canadians attitudes towards government turned so overwhelmingly negetive.
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For most of the postwar period until the mid-1970s, the federal government’ s revenues and
expenditures were broadly in balance. When deficits occurred they were usualy smdl, and there were
surplusesin some years. Thus there was a close correspondence between the level of federa program
spending and the taxes raised to pay for that programming. In fiscal year 1970-71, for instance, federa
program spending was $13.77 billion and federd tax revenues were $13.75 hillion. Theratio of the one
to the other was dmost exactly 1:1; adollar of taxes paid for adollar of programming.

This changed in 1975 when the federd government began to run large deficits, and made only sporadic
and ineffective attempts to reduce them over the next decade. During the initid years of deficit financing,
Canadians received more government programming in aggregate than they paid for through their taxes.
Thus for example by 1978-79, the ratio of program spending to tax revenue had jumped to 1.27:1; a
dollar of taxes was now buying $1.27 worth of programming. The ratio rose even higher in the early
1980s, peaking at 1.35:1 in 1983-84, just a few months before the 1984 dection.

The problem isthat adollar of taxes cannot buy $1.35 of programming indefinitdly. Large deficits year
after year push the public debt up rapidly, which in turn pushes up public debt charges, which isthe one
category of government current expenditure which cannot be cut arbitrarily. At some point balooning
public debt charges force government to raise taxes and cut program spending, and this process hasto
continue until the deficit — the source of the problem — is diminated. This means that the reaionship
between the leve of programming which government is providing, and the taxes which citizens are
paying for those government programs, must shift fundamentaly.

The Mulroney government began trying to bring the deficit under control in the fal of 1984, and
continued to try to do so during mogt of its two termsin office. Income, excise, sdes and payroll taxes
were increased repeatedly, the GST was proposed and then implemented, and federd program
spending was cut and cut and cut again. The government froze public servants sdaries and cut saffing
levels. It reduced transfer payments to provinces, and imposed a cap on socid wefare transfersto
Ontario, Alberta, and British Columbia. It introduced clawbacks on Old Age Security and family
alowances. It cut defence spending, foreign aid, subsidies to private businesses and to Crown
corporations such as the CBC, trangportation subsidies such asthoseto VIA Rail, funding for socid
housing, student loans, and a wide range of interest groups.

The effect of these measures was to pull the ratio of program spending to tax revenue down steadily
during the Mulroney government’ sfirst Six or seven yearsin office. By 1989-90, the ratio had dropped
t0 0.99:1 —in other words, a dollar’ s worth of taxes was now buying dightly less than a dollar’ s worth
of programming. But the deficit remained large, because the government had to continue to borrow to
pay theinterest charges on its dtill rapidly growing debt.

The Mulroney government was never able to persuade Canadians that bringing the deficit under

control, the faster the better, was crucid to the surviva of the federa government’ s ability to maintain its
core program responghilities and ultimately expand them again. It was dso never ableto explain
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convincingly that the GST was a necessary replacement for ahighly ineffective but quite invisble
exiding federd tax. What Canadians saw was smply that they were paying more, and paying it in some
painful new ways as well asthe old ones, and getting much less programming in return from Ottawa
than they had in the late 1970s and early 1980s. They reacted angrily. By 1990, Allan Gregg said later,
nobody needed to conduct a poll to learn that people were cynical.

What made matters worse was that the Mulroney government’ s approach to deficit reduction was too
gradudigt, which left its fiscal position and strategy vulnerable to severd risks, including the risk of
recession. The risks materidized and wreaked havoc with the government’ s fiscal planning, and when
the Chrétien government took office in late 1993, the deficit was higher than it had ever been. The
painful exercise of rasing taxes and drasticaly reducing program spending had to be intensified, and
dominated the Chrétien government’ s first mandate and part of its second. By 1996-97, the year of the
last federd deficit, the ratio of program spending to taxes had fallen to 0.79:1. By 1999-2000, it was
down to 0.71:1 —that is, adollar of taxes was now buying taxpayers $.71 of programs (and $.29 worth
of public debt interest payments). The February 2000 budget forecast the ratio to average about 0.75:1
over the short-term planning horizon.

Aswas clear to mogt practitioners at the time, the federa government’ s budgetary policies and fiscal
planning for most of the 20 years beginning in 1975 were inadequate, and could not help but result in a
magor deterioration in the cost effectiveness of federa programming. The objective measure of this poor
performance is that a dollar’ sworth of taxes now buys citizens about 25 centslessin federd programs
than it did in the early 1970s. The loss of public confidence in the federa government beginning in the
mid-1980s had firm roots in the redity of federd fiscd performance, and not smply in mistaken
perceptions about performance on fisca and other issues. Thisis so despite the facts that for the most
part, Canadians were dow to understand the problem which theinitia years of deficit financing would
create, and they were reluctant to support the deficit-reduction efforts required to address that
problem. What they could see and fed clearly, however, were the red and painful impacts of that
problem.

Canadians attitudes toward the crimind justice system provide a second useful example of the
relationship between public perceptions and actud government performance. The firg section of this
paper referred to a Statistics Canada report published late last year on how Canadians viewed that
system. The report analyzed data collected under Statistics Canada’'s 1999 Generd Socia Survey, and
compared the results to those of previous years in those casesin which smilar questions were asked.
Its main findings were that:

. Respondents were by and large happy with their local police forces, and their levels of
satisfaction had not changed much over the period since 1988.

. They were much less happy in generd with the crimind courts. Their levels of satisfaction had
increased since 1993, but remained lower than they were in 1988. Mogt respondents felt that
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the courts did agood or at least an averagejob in ensuring fair triads, but were much more
dissatisfied with the courts' ability to determine the guilt or the innocence of accused persons, to
help the victims of crime, and to provide justice quickly.

. They did not give the prison system high marks for supervising and controlling prisoners, and
they assessed its ability to help prisoners become law-abiding as being low. There were no
comparative data here; the 1999 survey was the first to ask questions on these topics.

. Findly, they fdt that the parole system was doing a poor job at releasing only prisoners who
were not likely to re-offend, and then supervising those offenders on parole.>

The survey itsdlf did not ask respondents why they felt as they did, but Specia Counsel Newark of
Ontario’s Office for Victims of Crime, interviewed for the National Post story on the report, suggested
the following possible explanations: high-profile crimina trias which do not result in convictions or
which produce sentences which seem very light; miscarriages of justice such as occurred in the cases of
Dondd Marshdl, Guy Paul Morin, David Milgaard and Louise Reynolds; increased media coverage of
and public interest in so-caled “faint hope’ hearings (such as Colin Thatcher’ s recent such hearing and
Clifford Olson’s attempt to get one); and media reports of prison escapes and parole violations. He
added that Canadians anger and concern about the prison and parole system was entirely deserved
and condtituted “a very damning indictment of the corrections system in this country.”®

Is the operation of the crimina justice system, excluding the police but including the courts and its
correctiona and parole components, such asto justify Canadians judgementson it? Or are people
misreading the Stuation, by attaching too much weight to press reports of exceptiond and sensationd
events which do not reflect the norma outcomes of the crimind justice syssem? There is certainly no
shortage of these reports; during the space of afew weeksin early 2001, a sampling of newspaper
headlinesincluded “Victim of paroled rapist gets $215,000 (settlement from the Correctiona Service of
Canadd),” “Gangdter gets full parole after serving 9 monthsin prison,” “Pedophile s early release
sparksfurore,” “Y ou do the crime, you do some of thetime,” “Teenaged killer was released to go
shopping,” “Man wrongly jailed of rape wins acquittal,” and “Violence escaating at hafway houses.”®

Whileit isamog certainly true that the crimind justice system does a much better job of determining
guilt or innocence than the public givesit credit for,>’ there appears to be substance to at least some of
the public’s other views. Justice can be dispensed dowly. The Supreme Court addressed thisissuein
its 1990 Askov decision, when it ruled that an accused had the right to be brought to trid without
excessve delay. A recent analysis of the disposition of crimind casesin the bulk of the provincid and
territorid court systems, though, shows that the median e apsed time from an accused' s first
appearancein court to his last was 15 per cent higher in 1998-99 than it was four years earlier.>® Itis
aso true that the crimind courts do not do much to help the victims of crime, for the Smple reason that
that is not their job: our system treats crimindity as an offence not againgt the victim but againg the state
and deds with it accordingly.>®
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With respect to the parole system’ s supervisory capacity, law professor Paciocco writes that:

In 1995-96, 120,300 offenders were serving sentences in the
community. Of these, 16 percent were on parole or statutory release,
while the rest were on probation. This number represents a 50 percent
increase over the last decade. In the 1987 Sentencing Commission
report, surveyed corrections officias reported, in significant numbers,
that their casdoads were too high to dlow for effective supervision.
Since then, government spending on adult corrections has decreased in
red terms. We have far fewer resources than we did ten years ago
when things were aready bad.%°

In thisregard, the anadlysis of a recent nationwide survey of 450 judges concluded thet judges were
reluctant to impose conditional sentences (custodia sentences of less than two years which are served
entirely in the community rather than in jail) because of their concerns that adequate supervision
resources were not available.®

With respect to the success or otherwise of parole, a 1998 Canadian survey found that nine of 10
respondents overestimated the rate of parolee recidivism, with over haf of the sample believing that
between 50 and 100 per cent of parolees commit new offences. But the rate at which parolees return to
prison is not minuscule, ether. In 1997-98, for example, 67 per cent of federa prisoners released on
full parole successfully completed their paroles, 22 per cent returned to prison for breach of aparole
condition such asfailing to abstain from acohol, and 11 per cent were charged with the commission of
anew offence.®? The overall success rate of similar parolesin 1998-99 rose to 72 per cent, but of the
27 per cent of parolees who returned to prison, nearly half (13 per cent of the total) were charged with
new offences®®

It thus appears that part dthough certainly not dl of Canadians negative assessment of the crimind
justice system is grounded in the way the system functions, just as Canadians negetive assessments of
the federd government writ large during the bitter years of the 1980s and 1990s were grounded in the
redlity of poor budgetary performance. Here is further evidence that actual government performance,
and not just uninformed and biased perceptions, does influence levels of public trugt.

B. Perceptions of Service Delivery and Overall Government Performance
Beginning in the 1980s, and with increasing momentum since the mid-1990s, governments in Canada
and dsawhere have made enormous efforts to improve the ways in which they ddiver servicesto

citizens. These efforts, driven by determined politica and bureaucratic leadership, have been simulated
by avariety of factors, including:
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The influence of the " customer-first” revolution in the private sector, with its focus on higher
qudlity, easier and expanded access to goods and services, continuous improvement in business
practices, and exploitation of information and communications technology, as keysto
commercia success. This has served as the basic modd which governments have been both
atracted to and pushed to emulate.

Governments have recognized the advantages which the new paradigm offers them. It provides
them with the opportunity to play transforming and catalytic leadership roles in society,
reflected, for example, in the various federd and provincid initiatives aimed a promoting e-
commerce and making Canadians the most connected citizens on earth. Other payoffs from
providing better service to dlientsinclude increased client/voter satisfaction, the reductionsin
operating costs which the use of best practice and best technology make possible, and the fact
that good service means fewer complaints and makes life easier for those who deliver it aswell
asfor its recipients. Processng employment insurance daimsin atimely way makesit lesslikely
that clamants will disrupt the operations of HRDC offices and force staff to call the police to
restore order, for example.

“Push” factorsinclude crises of both specific and generd natures. One of the earliest and best
known examples of a departmental-specific crisis which had to be addressed on an urgent basis
involved Revenue Canada. By 1983 and 1984, Revenue Canada s heavy-handed collection
and enforcement methods had become a public scandd, with serious negative consequences
for the government of the day. Determined efforts to make improved customer service a prime
focus of Revenue Canada began in the mid-1980s and have continued with consderable
success to the present time with the operations of the Canada Customs and Revenue Agency.
The generd crisis which forced widespread transformation in the way governments operate was
the impact of the dmost-out-of-control deficits of the early and mid-1990s. These demanded
massive cuts in the operating budgets of departments (for example, through Program Review at
the federd level). These cutsin turn forced the governments concerned to re-engineer their
business processes and embrace information and communications technology in order to cut
cogs while protecting service ddivery through higher productivity.

The “push” factors aso include, most fundamentaly, the public’ s expectations. People's
experiences with better private-sector service have spilled over into what they expect from
government, and their expectations are high. Canadians now expect their governmentsto
provide service a least as good as the private sector does.%* They want better access to better
qudity service, through both traditiona and dectronic service channds; they have limited
tolerance for dow performance. Governments are finding thet for business clientsin particular,
they cannot provide online services fast enough. A recent Deloitte Research survey of some
250 government departments in Audtrdia, Canada, New Zedand, the United Kingdom, and the
United States, found that customer needs and demands have been the most important driver of
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sarvice improvements, by far.%

The thrugt to establish a culture of dient service and improve service delivery takes anumber of forms.
There are corporate gpproaches. Examples include the federa government’ s current efforts lead by the
Treasury Board Secretariat’ s Service and Innovation Sector to promote system-wide improvementsin
client access to and improvements in the quality of services; CCMD’ s emphasis on the importance of
citizen-centred sarvicein itstraining program for new federa government executives, the Ontario
government’s new Integrated Service Ddlivery initiative, which flows from years worth of service
improvements spearheaded by the Cabinet Office' s Restructuring Secretariat. There are many other
such examples.

There are cross-corporate approaches, most notably from a Canadian perspective the Citizen-Centred
Service Network. Established in 1997 as the result of a CCMD initiative, the CCSN comprises over
200 service delivery practitioners working in the federd, provincid, and municipa governments, as well
as academics and other experts. The CCSN’sfocus is on research required to support public sector
service improvement — it identifies important gaps in relevant knowledge, commissions the necessary
research, and shares the findings within the CCSN itself and with other interested organizations, through
its publications program and its other activities®® Its path-bresking andysis of what clients see asthe
criticad dements of good public service ddivery, is an example of the CCSN'’s commitment and ability
to degpen practitioner understanding of clients’ requirements.®’

And there are departmental measures, ranging from ssimple and basic improvements such as putting a
receptionist in awalk-in office to ensure that clients are served in their order of arrivd, to massve
overhauls of telephone systems. There are S&ff training and upgrading, merit and awards programs to
encourage and recognize high staff performance. Thereis the establishment of forma and precise
service sandards. There are ongoing efforts to assess what clients want, through polling, through the
solicitation of feedback comments about the service they receive, through information collected
automaticaly about clients main questions and concerns, through focus groups, through consultations
with advisory groups. There are both internal and externd audits of service provison. There are
problem resolution mechanisms to address those issues which cannot be dedt with successfully in the
early sages of dient/government interaction.

Thereis plenty of evidence from internd polling that people are responding positively to the better,
quicker, more ble government services now available to them, online as well as through the more
traditiona ddivery channds. For example, respondents to a 1996-97 HRDC survey of employment
insurance claimants who had had a previous claim reported a vast improvement in the way their current
clams were being handled. Industry Canada has had very favourable feedback from the public on its
connectedness programs such as SchoolNet. Satisfaction ratings with Service Ontario’s 60 kiosks, at
which dients can undertake transactions such as renewing their vehicle licences and registering hedth
insurance address changes, range from 94 per cent (“kiosks are conveniently located”) to 97 per cent
(“kiosks save time’). Ontario’ s Business Connects program, asingle window for business regidtrations
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and other services, reports a 96 per cent customer satisfaction rating.®

Thefirst survey done for the CCSN in the spring of 1998 (which was followed up by a second survey
in 2000 whose results are just becoming available) provided more comprehensive evidence on this
issue. The 1998 survey probed Canadians assessments of the quaity of services delivered by the three
levels of government, and how these compared to assessments of selected services provided by the
private sector. It asked respondents about their actual and recent experiences with individua
government services, as well as what they thought about government services in generd. It found that
Canadians did not rank individua government services lower, on average, than private sector services.
On ascae of 0-100, the average client satisfaction leve for the 50 government services (federd,
provincid, and municipa) covered by the survey was 62, exactly the same as the satisfaction level
averaged across (seven) private sector services.® The follow-up survey last year found the same
average leve of dlient satisfaction with government services. These are clearly positive results,

Everyone understands that maintaining citizens' satisfaction with government services (as occurred
between 1998 and 2000), let done improving them, requires ongoing and innovative efforts. Thisis
especidly the case given citizens expectations for faster and better delivery of services. But assuming
that satisfaction levels can be maintained and even increased, akey question is whether that result
would be likely to trandate into higher levels of confidence in overdl government performance.

One of the CCSN 2000 survey results is suggestive here. The survey found atight positive correlation
between respondents’ ratings of government services they had recently received, and their ranking of
government performance — the higher they rated services, the more likely they were to rank
government’ s overall performance as being good. Thus 43 per cent of the respondents who rated the
sarvices they received as being good gave government a good overdl performance ranking, while only
25 per cent of those who rated services as poor thought overal government performance was good.
Thisis certainly an intuitively plausible corrdaion which one would, ceteris paribus, expect to find. To
seeit confirmed will be encouraging to those managing the processes of service ddlivery improvemen.

However, service deivery, no matter how good it may be now or become in the future, remains only
one aspect of performance. Overdl performance ratings can go up or down depending on other factors
and the public’s perceptions of them. Thus continuing with the example of the CCSN 2000 survey
respondents who rated service ddivery as good, their overdl-performance-satisfaction index could rise
from 43 to 55 per cent, say, in the context of strong economic performance attributed to government
palicy, or fal to 30 per cent in the context of scandas which caled government ethics or competence
into question. And government performance remains only one factor, adbeit an important one, driving
citizens confidence in government. Nothing in the literature reviewed for the purposes of this study
suggests a one-to-one link between service delivery and levels of trust; none of the officids or former
officdas interviewed bdieves tha service delivery is more than one (often smal) contributor to citizens
feelings of confidence or lack thereof.
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The two CCSN surveys, and EKOS Research’'s recent survey findings reported in its Rethinking
Government 2000 series of publications, provide further information which is rdevant in this context.
The CCSN surveys asked respondents not only about their experiences with individua government
services, but what they thought about government servicesin generd. Questions about servicesin
general, observed the 1998 CCMD/CCSN Citizen's First report, invite stereotypica responses which
tend to be substantially more negative than peopl€’' s responses about their recent experiences with
particular government services.

Each citizen' s Sereotype of government service is built on alifetime of
experiences, probably amplified by accounts in novels, misrepresentations by
interest groups, news accounts of instances where the system failed, a certain
influx of opinions from the politica ream, and 0 on. Asking a person to rate
government service “in general” accesses this sereotype.™

The findings of both CCSN surveys confirm the negativity which generd questions dlicit. Respondents
to the 1998 survey, for instance, indicated a satisfaction level of 47 with federal government servicesin
generd, while the average ranking across the 17 particular federal services covered in the survey was
60. Provincid government servicesin genera aso got aranking of 47, versus an average of 62 across
the 20 provincia services covered. The corresponding rankings for municipa services were 53
(generd) and 64 (the average across 13 individual services).”

These are important results. Citizens can be quite satisfied about individua services they receive from
their various levels of government. But as soon as they are asked to rate government servicesin

generd, their satisfaction with this component of overal government performance drops sharply, in the
case of the 1998 results by over 20 per cent.”? Precisaly which factors are involved to produce this
result — the stereotypica thinking pointed to in the Citizen's First report, other factors aswell —is
impossible to say. It ssems unlikdly, however, that every other factor which could affect citizens' ratings
of overdl government performance would be picked up in questions dedling with government service
delivery in generd. Thisin turn means that there could well be a sgnificant difference between
satisfaction with government servicesin genera and assessments of government performance.

Some evidence on this and related issues appears in the EKOS findings. First, EKOS repestedly asked
respondents to rate the overal performance of the federa, and their provincid and local governments,
on ascale of good/neutral/poor. Over the three-year period 1997-1999, the performance rating of the
federd government fell steadily, with the percentage of respondents rating its performance as “good”
dropping from 38 to 32. Provincia government ratings dso fell from 38 to 32, athough more
erratically, while local government scores dropped from 49 to 37.7 This was the period during which
some of the first and mogt highly visible improvements in services at both the federa and provincid
levels were being made.

The responses to other questions EKOS asked in surveys conducted during the past few years point to

22



what some of the other factors affecting assessments of overdl performance probably were:

Over the period October 1998 to March 2000, a mgjority of respondents indicated that they
wanted the federa government to provide “abold new vision for the future of the country” and
govern accordingly; this was about three times as many respondents who thought that the
government was actualy providing such avison. This suggests that Canadians wanted a more
visonary leadership than they fdt they were getting.™ In this regard, it is interesting to note that
in surveys conducted in 1996 and July 2000, more respondents identified the vision (“building a
country that can be a source of pride,” and “planning for future generations’) as an gppropriate
future role for the federal government, rather than “efficiently deivering services’ asan
appropriate role.”

In July 1999, 44 per cent of respondents agreed with the statement that they received little or
no benefit for the taxes they paid. Thiswas more than the people that disagreed with that
gatement, and the results were Smilar to the views of Americans who were asked the same
question in asurvey conducted a month later.”

68 per cent of respondentsin November 1997, and 72 per cent about a year later, agreed with
the statement that governments had “lost Sght of the needs of average Canadians,” which was

about five times the number of people who disagreed. In comparison, 70 per cent of Americans
surveyed in August 1999 felt the same way, that their governments had lost sight of the needs of

ordinary people.”’

Canadians dso felt that governments had lost sight of the public interest. In April 1998,
responses to the question “When the (federd or provincial) government makes decisions,
whose interests do you think are given the greatest importance?’ were: the public interest, 18
per cent; big business, 32 per cent; politicians and their friends, 28 per cent; and specid
interests, 19 per cent. These proportions shifted only margindly during the next two years, but
the small changes which did occur represented a further deterioration in trust.”

Their assessments of politicians ethicd standards were harsh. In May 2000, only 18 per cent
of respondents rated the ethicad standards of paliticians as being “high”; this score put politicians
well a the bottom of alist of 10 occupations rated according to perceived ethical standards. In
terms of how much the public thought they could be trusted, politicians ranked 17th out of 18
occupations. Another interesting dimension of these results is that business leaders scored much
higher than paliticians in terms of ethical tandards and trust factors, a the sametime as
respondents reported a sharply higher incidence of first-hand experience of unethical behaviour
in businesses than in governments.” This suggests a degree of disconnection in people’s minds
between the leadership of large public and private sector organizations, and the behaviour of
those organizations.
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EKOS has dso periodicdly asked its survey respondents to rate the federal government’ s performance
in 10 specific policy areas. Performance ratings rose either sgnificantly or margindly in nine of the 10
areas from November 1997 to December 1999, at the same time as the government’ s overal
performance rating was dropping (see above). “Hedth” was the one policy areain which the
government’ s rating fell (a substantia mgority of respondents in five surveys conducted over this period
thought that the hedth care system was deteriorating®), and the decline was significant. EKOS mused,
“Isit possible that concern with the country’ s hedlth care system is S0 greet that dissatisfaction in this
single area accounts for the decline in the federa government’s overal performance rating?'®® If that
were true, it would represent a very important source of dippage between assessments of service
delivery and overdl performance. So dso would the fact that the three areas to which respondents
indicated they attached the highest priority — education, child poverty, and of course hedlth care —were
al areasin which they rated federal and provincid government performance poorly.

The Pew Research Center’ s findings on Americans attitudes towards government service providers
are also relevant here. The study cited earlier also reported that survey respondentsin the late 1990s
ranked 18 of 19 federa agencies and departments favourably (“favourably” defined as 50 per cent or
more of respondents giving a pogtive rating). Only the Internad Revenue Service received an
unfavourable rating. The gpprova ratings given to seven of these organizations were sgnificantly higher
than they had been a decade earlier — or example, the Posta Service's score rose from 76 to 89 per
cent; the ratings for five other rose margindly.® But as was noted above, only one-quarter of
respondents thought federa government performance was excellent or good — at the same time as they
were saying that they by and large approved of individual departments and agencies.

This evidence supports the view that thereis not adirect and powerful link between improved service
delivery and citizen' s confidence in government. This seems reasonable, for reasons suggested earlier —
overal government performance consists of more than service delivery, and factors other than
performance affect fedings of trugt. Thisin turn suggests that the fundamenta importance of improved
public service ddivery liesin the direct benefitsit provides for clients and governments both, and not in
its possible impacts on confidence.

4, E-Government and Citizen Engagement

Beyond itsrole in enormoudy facilitating governments' ability to improve sarvice ddivery, thereisthe
question of whether online interaction between governments and clients can evolve in directions which
rebuild the relationship between governments and citizens. Put another way, the question is whether
online communication redly does hold, as the Government On-Line website suggests, “the exciting
potentid for greater citizen involvement in public policy making, and greater responsveness from public
figures and indtitutions.”

There are many ways in which e-government is seen as having the potentia to do this, to turn online
clients into active partners with government. The discretionary (as well as the automatic) feedback
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which customers can provide instantaneoudy about the government services they recelve are akey
driver of improved services. People can communicate directly viaemail with their dected
representatives (or their offices) aswell as with bureaucrats (or their offices). Consultative processes,
one of the main venues of citizen/government interaction between elections, can be broadened and
deepened through the various forms of the “eectronic public domain” — eectronic public meetings, or
policy forumsin which pands of citizens “meet” regularly to discuss and ddliberate policy issues, with
the results of the subsequent polling providing an informed source of advice to eected paliticians.
Governments can use their web-pages in imaginative ways to educate citizens about key public policy
choices and tradeoffs. Online voting may increase voter “turn-out” —in last year’s Democratic
presidentid primary in Arizona which experimented with online voting, Sx times as many people who
had voted in 1996 cast ballots. The most enthusiastic proponents of e-demaocracy foresee the day when
representative government is replaced by direct digita democracy.®

On the other hand is awell-known set of concerns about e-government. The effect of the so-cdled
“digita divide’ may further margindize those people whose access to dected and gppointed officidsis
the mogt limited now. Any failure to protect the privacy and the security of transactionsrisks a severe
erogon of trust. As governments capture masses of information about individud citizens, they can be
combined into dossiers which have the potentid for misuse; this was the concern which quickly forced
HRDC to dismantle its huge database when news of that database’ s existence became public last
year.8 Learning about policy issues and the choices governments face is hard work which takes time,
and most people may be no more willing to do it in the days of the Internet than they were in previous
years. The process of eectronic government/citizen interaction has to be managed, and Rainer Knopff
suggests that, “we might well be cgpable of running an dectronic town hdl for alarge nation, but the
redl rulers would be the small dlite that structures the process, poses the questions and manipulates
public passions.”® And while people can register their voting preferences ingtantaneoudy, thisisafar
cry from the process of ddiberation which characterizes responsible decision-making in a democracy.
Charles White makes the point in noting that, “deliberation is a public act, in which opinions must be
advanced and defended in the full light of public scrutiny, not in the shadows of €ectronic anonymity. It
is through such ddliberation that an eectorate becomes an informed citizenry.”®

Thereis an important cautionary point implicit in the following observation by Chrigtine Bellamy and
John Taylor, who argue that the client-centred revolution in government:

is being asked to deliver much more than straightforward improvementsin the
efficiency and effectiveness of public services. . . (many enthusasts) are
ataching an explicit democratic vaue to consumerigt initiatives, by emphasizing
the need to empower users as direct stakeholdersin the material outcomes of
public adminigration . . . . (Consumeridt initiatives are) increasingly being
asked to stand as surrogate for the discredited processes of representative
democracy by operationalizing such basic democratic values as
accountability, responsiveness and participation (my itdics). On this reading
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the new consumerism represents one reponse to the growing cynicism which
exists on the ‘input’ side of politics: thet is, elections, parliaments and parties®

To the extent that Bellamy and Taylor are correct, and e-government techniques were viewed as ways
to finesse fundamenta problems in how governmenta indtitutions function, disappointment and
frustration would be the most likely outcomes. Trying to make problems go away without addressing
their root causes typicaly does not work. Thus for example, if citizens believed that government
consultation exercises were no more than public relations exercises because the policy choices had
aready been made, they would most likely tune out. The basic principles underlying successful
consultation exercises, such as honesty, trangparency, flexibility, the willingness of government to learn
from and respond to legitimate public concerns,®® remain more important than the technica means
through which such consultations are carried ouit.

Another recent EKOS Research publication provides a useful perspective on one aspect of citizen
engagement and e-government. Rethinking Citizen Engagement reports the results of surveys
conducted during 2000 which explored how Canadians and Americans see their relaionship with their
governments. Respondents in both countries felt that average citizens have far too little influence on
public policy,* and overwhelming majorities agreed that they “would fed better about government
decison-making if (they) knew that government regularly sought informed input from average
citizens”%

Whilethisis not avery surprising result, the responses to the follow-up question on how government
should get that input were highly interesting. That question was, “There are anumber of ways the
government . . . can gather the views of (average citizens). How useful do you think each of the
following ways are?’ Respondents were offered ten possbilities. The order in which Canadians ranked
them is as follows (the percentage of respondents saying the particular option was “highly useful” isin
brackets): nationd dections (82); public opinion polls (68); 1-800 numbers to register citizen choices
(67); letters, cdls, emailsto palitica representatives (67); referenda (67); public hearings by
government bodies (66); information technology, e.g., Internet (63); town hal meetings (60); through
the activities of voluntary organizations (59); through the activities of interest groups (52). %

Taking these results at their face vaue suggests that so far, Canadian citizens themsalves do not attach
particularly high sgnificance to information technology as away of interacting with government on the
issues of the day. Thismay well change with the passage of time — the Americans who responded to the
same question attached a higher relative importance to Internet communication.®® But a this point at
least, Canadians seem to be saying that “ multi-channel” access to political and governmenta processes
is as important to them asis multi-channd access to government services.

Citizen engagement in so-cdled “unconventiond forms’ of politica activity —sgning petitions,

participating in boycotts and demongtrations, working to put tax-limitation initiatives on ballots, joining
activist groups — has been on the rise in Canada and el sewhere since the 1970s. This reflects some of
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the forces noted earlier, including risng education levels, declining deference to authority,
disenchantment with more traditional forms of politica action. It dso includes the greater accessto
information and the ability to disseminate it which the communications revolution has made possble —
the same factors underlying the possibilities of e-government.

Asthis paper was being written, the security measures being deployed in Quebec as Canada prepared
to host the Summit of the Americas responded to one manifestation of these unconventiona forms of
engagement. Thisillugrates, if an illustration were needed, that an important part of the future
engagement between citizens and their governments will continue to be on issues and in venues
determined by citizens.

5. Conclusions

The client-centred revolution which has taken hold in the way governments in Canada and in many
other countries operate has cond derable momentum behind it. Businesses used to conducting their
transactions eectronicaly and citizens used to being able to do their shopping and banking on a 24-
hour-a-day, seven-days-aweek basis have demanded better and more accessible service from their
governments. Governments have made consderable and often extremely successful efforts to respond
to those demands and expectations. A number of payoffs for both clients and for governments which
accompany the better and more productive service ddivery, such as cost savings and higher client/voter
satisfaction, are clear and evident.

The primary purpose of this paper was to examine whether there was another payoff associated with
the client-centred revolution. In North America and elsawhere, citizens confidence in their governments
has declined sharply in recent decades. Is there empirica evidence suggesting that by providing better
sarvices, governments could rebuild some of that trust which citizens have logt in them, and could this
therefore provide a further powerful rationae for ongoing efforts to continue to improve services?

The evidence reviewed here suggests strongly that government performance does influence the degree
of trust which citizens accord their governments. But “ government performance’ is the outcome of
highly complex processes involving much more than service ddivery: policy and program design which
affect many facets of peopl€ slives, which attempt to reconcile often widdy different interests, and
which are dways subject to congraints of one form or another; the balancing of the public' s demand
for services with its willingness to pay for them; quick responses to the unexpected or emergency
Stuations which only government can dedl with; issues of competence and probity in the conduct of
public busness.

Beyond the redlity of government performance is the manner in which that performance is framed and

reported by the media, and the way it is perceived by the public and weighed in light of its expectations.
Aswidll, factors other than actua and perceived government performance, such as the comprehensve
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cultural changes which have occurred in developed countries in recent decades, have clearly affected
the leve of citizens confidence in governments.

It is entirely reasonable to suppose that the better the job governments do in ddlivering their servicesto
people, the more confidence people will have in them. But given dl of the other forces which affect trust
in government, it is entirely possible for the postive impacts of improved service ddivery to be
swamped by other events and circumstances.

This suggests that it would be neither useful nor appropriate to justify continuing efforts to improve
government service delivery in terms of their possible impacts on confidence or trust. Nor isit
necessary. The eadly identifiable payoffs to better service provide plenty of justification by themsdaves
for those efforts. In addition, ongoing private sector service improvements and their effects on people€'s
expectations will continue to push governments in the same direction.

Thereisaswdl an implication for CCMD’ s ongoing research program, in the thrust of this paper’s
argument. The prime purpose of the research which CCMD undertakes isto generate information and
andysisto help government officias do their jobs better. Further exploration of the determinants of
citizen confidence in government is unlikely to be fruitful in this regerd. The important eements of the
equation which are under officids control, such asthe need for sound analysis to underpin policy
development, competent and ethica behaviour, and ongoing service improvement, are well known and
have been for sometime. They are, for example, among the critica issues on which CCMD aready
providestraining for new federd executives and managers. And the many other factors affecting citizen
confidence, such as the way the media doesits job, are beyond the power of officiasto influence. No
amount of research into them islikdy to lead to any payoff in terms of improved government efficiency
or performance.

Thereislikdy to be ongoing interest among academics in the determinants of citizen trust in government

for some time. For purdy practica reasons, it would probably be useful for CCMD to leave thet field
of research to them.
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