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Why public accountability is important
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Figure 4 
How competence, reliability, and honesty influence public trust and confidence

The public sector should demonstrate competence, reliability, and honesty to maintain and 
improve public trust and confidence.

Source: Adapted from Greiling, D (2014), “Accountability and Trust”. 

3.17 All three attributes and their associated accountabilities are needed to build 
public trust and confidence. This means that it is particularly important for 
the public sector to ensure that it has effective accountability mechanisms to 
demonstrate these attributes. 

3.18 However, depending on the state of the public sector, the expectations of the 
public or the nature of the accountability relationship, one or more attributes 
might need emphasising. For example, the results of the Auditor-General’s survey 
indicate that demonstrating honesty and reliability are particularly important to 
New Zealanders in building public trust and confidence. 

3.19 In practice, potential trade-offs can also arise. For example, overemphasising 
reliability (or effective administration) can lead to more “red-tape”, which could 
adversely affect competence (or good performance). 

3.20 Similarly, overemphasising performance can have perverse effects on honesty and 
openness. For example, publishing league tables can be good for promoting and 
managing organisational performance59 but some suggest it can also undermine 
the trust and confidence of public officials, leading to defensive, and sometimes 
perverse, working behaviours.60 Finding the right balance is crucial to ensuring 
that the accountability system achieves its objectives. 

59 Bevan, G and Wilson, D (July 2013), “Does ‘naming and shaming’ work for schools and hospitals? Lessons from 
natural experiments following devolution in England and Wales”, Public Money and Management, page 245.

60 Davies, H and Lampel, J (1998), “Trust in performance indicators?”, Quality in Health Care, Vol 7 Issue 3,  
pages 161-162.
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