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rust deficits impair govern-
ment at all levels in delivering
on promises and tackling chal-
lenges. Pew’s most recent poll
found only 20% of Americans trust
the federal government “to do the
right thing all or most of the time,”
down from 77% in 1964.! Only 32%
view the federal government favor-
ably, whereas they view state and
local governments more favorably
at 54% and 66%, respectively.?
The underlying issues are
highly complex, deeply rooted,
and affected by widely differing

social values, as well as the

prevalence of misinformation and
disinformation in a digital world.
The nation needs collaborative,
innovative, bipartisan solutions
to overcome gridlock and polar-
ization that breed distrust. The
accountability community has
a vital role to play in regaining
Americans’ trust. Anchored by
strong ethical standards and a
reputation for trustworthiness,
the community’s support to agency
program management and its inte-
grated financial and performance
reporting hold the potential to shift
public perceptions.
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Figure 1. 2022 Survey Respondents’ Views of the Federal Government

—

DISAGREE
A (%)

E
. Too bureaucratic 75 1
Wasteful 75 17
Corrupt 69 19
™ Incompetent 59 31
N Effective M 52
Accountable 37 54

’ﬁj‘-"‘ Listens to the public 27 65
Transparent 23 67

Source: Partnership for Public Service and Freedman Consulting

How Do Trust Deficits
Impact America?

The Partnership for Public Service
and Freedman Consulting found 53%
of Americans believe the federal
government negatively impacts the
country, and 55% believe it negatively
impacts them personally.® Three
principal sources of distrust are:

1. Serving some communities better
than others.

2. Too much bureaucracy and waste.
3. Negative personal experiences.

Overall responses to survey ques-
tions about government distrust are
shown in Figure 1.

Trustin various sectors of business
and society has also declined
appreciably, along with trust in one
another. Gallup found only 55% of
Americans have trust and confidence
in others, down from at least 80%
throughout the 1970s.* Pew found
79% of Americans worry about the
diminishing trustin each other, while
70% say the distrust makes it harder to
solve the country’s problems, such as
social and policy issues, polarization,
government gridlock, and overall
poor government performance. About
85% believe the tone and nature of
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American political debate has become
more negative and less respectful,
with 60% saying the discourse today
focuses less on issues.> Americans
also believe political compromise
could restore trust in the federal
government and in each other.*

Lack of Trust in
Governments Is Global

In the first cross-national survey
of trust in democratic governments
and public institutions, conducted
by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development
(OECD), only 40% of the more than
50,000 people surveyed across 22
member countries’ expressed trustin
the public sector.! OECD’s trust frame-
work, shown in Figure 2 includes five
trust drivers, also applicable to U.S.
governments, to capture the degree
to which government institutions
are responsive and reliable in deliv-
ering policies and services and actin
accordance with values of openness,
integrity and fairness. The framework
includes two additional dimensions
critical to recovering trust during
and after crises: 1) cultural, socio-
economic and political drivers; and
2) the capacity to address global and
intergenerational issues.

Among OECD’s findings:

e Trust and distrust are evenly split
at 40%.

e People think national govern-
ments are unresponsive to public
feedback.

e Almost half of survey participants
predict a high-level political official
would grant a favor in exchange for
a well-paid private sector job.

e Misinformation and disinformation
fuel mistrust and disengagement;
40% surveyed do not trust news
media, and people more often turn
to social media for news.

e Disadvantaged groups and younger
people maintain lower levels
of trust.

How Can U.S. Governments
Reduce Their Trust Deficit?

There is no magic wand, but there
is hope. Pew found 84% of Americans
believe it is possible to increase confi-
dence in the federal government; 86%
believe it is possible to increase trust
in each other. Even 78% of those with
lower trust levels hold this opinion.’
Four themes then emerge for the
rebuilding process:
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1. Provide the best customer service.
“The Great Compromiser” of 19th
century U.S. history, Henry Clay
said, “Government is a trust, and
the officers of the government are
trustees. And both the trust and the
trustees are created for the benefit of
the people.” Regaining trust requires
high quality customer service for
all Americans, delivered equally
across every demographic group and
community. Yet in one survey, cited
by the President, the federal govern-
ment scored dead last in customer
service among 100 sectors surveyed.”

Governments must know what
the public expects and perceives as
performance in every demographic
to develop solutions. As shown in
Figure 1, Americans believe 65%
to 27% that the federal government
does not listen to public concerns."
Governments must aim to be #1 in
customer service; just moving up
from the bottom will not appreciably
elevate trust. But it takes more than
reduced wait times and dropped

Figure 2. OECD Trust Framework

calls or new online services; it means
improved service quality and under-
standing why a customer had to reach
out to resolve a problem in the first
place. Negative personal experiences
have lasting impacts, while positive
experiences build trust and respect.

Does your agency:

e Systematically ask for Americans’
opinions on the quality of customer
service, what needs to be improved,
and what is working? Continual
public feedback, especially to
improve service, shows govern-
ments care about citizen needs
and opinions.

e Set quantitative and qualitative
customer service goals and have
valid measurement systems for
areas such as overall satisfac-
tion, timeliness, accuracy, ease
of obtaining service, adequacy
of follow up, and employees’
knowledge, responsiveness, profes-
sionalism, helpfulness, and caring
attitudes? This information would

Public

governance
drivers
Reliability,
responsiveness,
openness, integrity,
and fairness

Trust in public

institutions

National government,
local government, civil
service, etc. and

Cultural,
economic and
political drivers

Individual and group
identities, traits, and
preferences

Source: OECD.org
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also address competency, which
Americans view as problematic
in the federal government by a
margin of 59% to 39%.'?

e Useperformanceresultsin decision-
making and accountability? The
buck must stop somewhere when
performance is lacking. Agencies
must also address bureaucracy that
inhibits innovation and wastes
resources.

e Publish candid, easily understood,
widely disseminated, readily
obtained performance reports?
Online reporting provides ongoing
transparency and accountability.

e Subject customer service data to
independent third-party validation
to ensure veracity and build public
trust?

2. Foster agreement on facts. The
proliferation of internet news and
data sources spreads unsupported
opinions and theories. Calculated
misinformation and disinformation
can now immediately enter vast
distribution networks. As a result,
governments must strive to become
trusted sources of facts and truth, a
status that only derives from proven
transparency and accountability.
Pew found about 68% of Americans
believe that “made up” news and
information greatly affects confidence
in government institutions' and
noted widespread lack of confidence
in a “common set of [American] truths
and ideals.” Of those surveyed, 73%
believe partisan voters disagree on
plans and policies as well as basic
facts, and 76% say public discourse
is less fact-based."

The accountability community
must make its voice heard and
respected for truth-telling with unas-
sailable facts and analysis that are
non-partisan and non-ideological.
Perhaps governments could report
on program costs and impacts in
ways that increase credibility and
public understanding,'® or build a
structure of third-party assurance
and external assessments over
performance information by credible
independent organizations, similar
to audited financial reports. Using
independently verified facts, govern-
ments could more fully assess the
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impact of government programs
and operations and determine how
much Americans invest to get these
results and whether better, more cost-
effective alternatives exist.

Since 75% of the populace views the
federal government as wasteful and
only 17% disagree,'® these numbers
must be reversed. Robust, integrated
government program performance
and financial information, the
endgame of the CFO Act of 1990, will
demonstrate return on investment,
program effectiveness, efficiency, and
asset protection. Where performance
meets expectations, governments
must consider the next steps, which
could involve additional program
investment, restructuring, replace-
ment or elimination. Where there is
program fragmentation, overlap or
duplication, governments can gain
a holistic view of results and costs
from the integrated performance
information of responsible agencies
and programs. This information
can reveal options for changes and
consolidation and, according to the
Government Accountability Office
(GAO), save billions of taxpayer
dollars.”

Long championed by AGA, citizen-
centric accountability reports that
are readily accessible, easily under-
stood and candid are essential to
rebuilding trust. Established in 1997,
AGA'’s Certificate of Excellence in
Accountability Reporting (CEAR)®
program has helped federal agencies
improve accountability and transpar-
ency through streamlined, effective
reporting that clearly demonstrates
federal agency accomplishments
and the challenges that remain.
Experimentation and innovative
reporting mechanisms can increase
report value to citizens. While the
ultimate responsibility rests with
top management, the accountability
community, with its high standards
and reputation for integrity and
credibility, has a vital role in speaking
truth to power and the American
public.

3. Defend against fraud, waste and
abuse. Governments attract fraud-
sters with their spending volume,
value and range of programs, and
their antiquated systems. One of
the most devastating findings of
the Partnership for Public Service
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~ Trust deficits impair
“government at all levels
in delivering on”

- promises and tackling :'Ai
 challenges.

and Freedman Consulting survey
is that 69% of Americans believe
the federal government is “corrupt,”
and only 19% disagree. To account-
ability professionals, corrupt is a
four-letter word! However, in light
of continual reports of fraud, waste
and abuse in government programs
and ethical issues, the public’s view
is understandable. Rampant fraud in
COVID-19 programs led the President
in March 2023 to request $1.6 billion
to address the problem, including
$600 million to crack down on
criminal syndicates and $600 million
to invest in identity theft prevention
and benefit program fraud.” In 2022,
over 1.1 million (22%) of the fraud
cases reported to the Federal Trade
Commission (FTC) involved identity
theft.” Statistics show an identity is
stolen in the U.S. every 22 seconds,
and over 33% of Americans have
experienced identity theft.?’

Fraud prevention necessitates
addressing lessons learned and,
unfortunately, re-learned. As in
earlier crises, billions of COVID-19
dollars were paid to incarcerated indi-
viduals and non-existent businesses.
Also, states relied on antiquated
systems and processes, some dating
to the 1970s and known to be vulner-
able to fraud, to pay record-setting
unemployment insurance (UI) claims.
Fraudsters easily exploited weak-
nesses in state Ul systems to steal tens
of billions of dollars; one fraudster
reportedly bilked 29 states!*' Perhaps
astandard, modern Ul system used or
adapted in every state could prevent
billions in fraud, improve customer
service, and strengthen trust.?

The legislative design of certain
benefit programs increases fraud
vulnerability. For example, the
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)

must be paid without fully pre-
validating entitlement, making the
program highly vulnerable to fraud.
Billions of dollars of payments annu-
ally for fraudulent EITC claims do not
engender public trust. For any such
program it is important that the public
understand the legislative rationale
for the program design and what
is done to mitigate the severity of
fraud, recover fraudulent payments,
and hold wrong-doers accountable.
This information would provide the
proper context for judging govern-
ment performance.

Enterprise risk management (ERM)
and fraud risk management (FRM)
will help break the cycle of fraud,
waste and abuse and strengthen
program delivery and public trust.
Governments must manage current
risks, as well as identify and prepare
for changing and emerging risks.
A crucial component of the U.S.
Department of Defense’s mission is
continual preparedness for current
and future adversaries and new
threats and risks, so that the military
is always ready to defend America.
Fraudsters, including international
criminals, are U.S. adversaries. While
their methods and personas change,
their intent to attack government
programs for personal gain or to
disrupt service delivery remains
nearly constant. Governments must
be proactive and always one step
ahead of adversaries through the
preparedness that comes from ERM
and FRM.

At any point in time, thousands
of open recommendations from
Inspectors General and GAO await
attention; some languish on the back
burner for years. Through strong
partnerships built on trust and
respect with the audit community,
and within the framework of
auditor independence, agency
management could help resolve
audit findings and better utilize
auditors’ expertise in ERM and
FRM. For example, the Pandemic
Response Accountability Committee
(PRAC) galvanized partnerships
within all levels of government
auditing to allow identification
of fraud in COVID-19 programs,
recover fraudulent payments, and
prosecute criminals. The PRAC also
demonstrated governments’ resolve
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to combat fraud and hold fraudsters
accountable for their crimes. Making
the PRAC a permanent entity and
expanding its mission and capabilities
would help improve public trust in
government and its ability to address
fraud, waste and abuse.?

4. Strengthen intergovernmental collab-
oration. Pew found “half of Americans
express concern both about states not
working with the federal government
and about the federal government
doing too much that should be done
at the state level.” About a third are
“highly concerned.””* Many federal
domestic programs are implemented
in partnership with state and local
governments, which received about
$1.2 trillion in federal grants in
fiscal year 2022!>°

On work to support a bipartisan
House Task Force on Intergovern-
mental Affairs, the National Academy
of Public Administration (NAPA)
wrote: “The relationships among our
levels of government have become
more horizontal and intersectoral
and, at the same time, increasingly

fractious and contentious. ... A wide
range of issues must be addressed if
our intergovernmental system is to
function more efficiently and effec-
tively.” NAPA identified four primary
policy proposals and outcomes for
intergovernmental affairs in which
the accountability community can
play a vital role:?

e Comprehensive national solutions.

e Cross-government and cross-sector
collaboration.

e Administrative simplification and
accountability.

e Data-driven decision-making,.

Lines of communication and struc-
tures for collaboration are crucial. For
example, for 50 years, the National
Intergovernmental Audit Forum,
chaired by the U.S. Comptroller
General, has brought together
federal, state and local auditors to
“improve coordination, communi-
cation, and cooperation among its
members, private sector firms, and
other accountability organizations to

address common challenges, increase
public trust, and enhance government
performance, accountability, and
transparency.”” The collaboration of
federal, state and local audit commu-
nities in COVID-19 spending oversight
is another successful partnership.

Also, in collaboration with the
government audit community and
private sector auditors, GAO issues
Government Auditing Standards. Used
at all levels of U.S. government, the
standards are “a framework ... to
provide accountability and improve
government operations and services,”
and “a foundation for government
auditors to lead by example in the
areas of independence, transparency;,
accountability, and quality through
the audit process.”

Final Thoughts

As Pew, Gallup, the Partnership
for Public Service, and others have
documented, Americans’ distrust
of governments and of each other
impairs the ability of governments to
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deliver on promises and tackle chal-
lenges, making the stakes perilously
high. In the words of President Barack
Obama, “If people cannot trust their
government to do the job for which
it exists — to promote them and to
promote their common welfare — all
else is lost.”

The public discourse must reincor-
porate bipartisanship, compromise
and respectful debate among elected
officials and among all Americans.
With its foundation of credibility,
transparency, ethical values and
trustworthiness, the government
accountability profession bears
special responsibility to step up and
make a difference in restoring public
trust in government.
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