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Deloitte trust in government survey
In November 2020, Deloitte surveyed 4,000 American citizens to understand their levels of trust in the US federal
government. We also asked citizens about their views on how 39 different federal agencies and departments
performed on the four trust signals: humanity, transparency, capability, and reliability.
Some key insights from the survey provide a peek into how trust is perceived by the citizens surveyed–
•

Federal government is one of the least trusted entities. Respondents’ trust perception of the federal
government is the lowest when compared to state and local government and other industries in the survey.

•

Trust in the federal government is less than the sum of its parts. Respondents’ trust in the federal
government as a whole is much less than their trust in 39 surveyed agencies.

•

Trust in high-touch federal agencies is the highest. Respondents’ trust in federal agencies with whom they
interact frequently and closely is the highest. The exceptions are high-touch federal enforcement agencies.

•

Federal agencies do well on competence but should show better intent. Federal agencies should
showcase better intent—empathy, fairness, kindness, transparency—to build trust.
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Governments can build trust by demonstrating competence and intent
By measuring and improving the four trust signals, governments can instill confidence and build greater
public trust
How to address trust

Taking action from a place of
genuine empathy
INTENT

INTENT

COMPETENCE

COMPETENCE
The ability to execute, to follow
through on what one says one will do
Source Deloitte analysis
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How to demonstrate and measure trust – HX TrustID™

Humanity addresses the
perception that the
government genuinely
cares for its constituents'
experience and well-being
by demonstrating empathy,
kindness, and fairness.

Capability reflects the
belief that the
government can create
high-quality programs
and services and has the
ability to meet
expectations effectively.

HUMANITY

CAPABILITY

TRANSPARENCY

RELIABILITY

Transparency indicates that
the government openly
shares information, motives,
and choices related to policy,
budget, and program
decisions in straightforward
language.

Reliability shows that the
government can consistently
and dependably deliver
high-quality programs,
services, and experiences to
constituents across
platforms and geographies.
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HX TrustID™ validity
Conception
Deloitte TrustID framework is built on proprietary data from consumer industries such as retail, travel, and
hospitality. The data behind HX TrustID was developed from a detailed exploration of the components of
trust, what trust drives, and what brands should do.
Validation of signal definitions
To determine the trust signals, we conducted a market scan of existing definitions of trust across academic,
social science specialists, and other organizations. To validate the trust signals—Humanity, Transparency,
Capability, and Reliability—we ran a regression with our survey data to determine how much each signal
contributed to an overall sentiment of trust. All signals were significant contributors, giving us confidence
that these signals resonate.
Application to government entities
Using the same methodology and validity measures, the framework was customized to be applied in
government and public sector context.

Source Deloitte analysis
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The Federal government and big technology companies are the least trusted
institutions among respondents surveyed
To what extent do you trust the below? Please
indicate on a scale of 0-10, where 0 means not at
all and 10 means you trust it completely.

• Public trust in state and local
government is higher among
respondents than the federal
government.
• “Scientists” as a group
significantly outperform the
other institutions in the
survey.

rl

Note: Trust has been calculated as the percentage of respondents who selected 8, 9 or 10 on the 10-point scale
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Source: Deloitte analysis of TrustID survey data
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• Airline companies and large
retailers/stores on average are
more trusted by respondents
than the federal government;
but do not outperform local
and state government.

52%

Trust signal scores for government are lower among respondents than scores for
all commercial industries in the survey

34
34

Luxury Cars

43
24

Airlines

31
19
19

Household Goods

28
17

Retail

-25

15
15

28

21
20

U.S. Government

-15

Humanity

21
24

Aggregate of federal agencies
-31
-31

29

Transparency

Capability

54

•

Government’s scores, both
as an aggregate of scores of
individual agencies or when
respondents were asked
about the U.S. government
as a whole, are lower than
those of all other industries
surveyed.

•

Government’s overall scores
are the lowest reported by
respondents as are the
scores on every individual
trust signal.

•

The U.S. government as a
whole scores negatively ,
meaning more respondents
distrusted government than
trusted it.

41
30

34

37

26
22
18
-26

Reliability

Source: Deloitte analysis of TrustID survey data

*Respondents were asked to rate 39 federal agencies and overall US government separately on the four trust
signals. The commercial entities were a part of the Consumer industry TrustID™ survey.
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Note: See appendix for a detailed methodology for calculating trust signal and composite trust scores

The U.S. federal Government’s trust perception among respondents is less than the sum of
its parts
This means that when asked to rate each federal agency individually on the four trust signals, respondents
tend to trust individual agencies much more than the federal government as a whole
Trust Signals: aggregate of federal agencies* (39 agencies) vs. US
government
15
15

18

21
20
U.S. government

•

This could seem counterintuitive but points
toward the “perceptive”
nature of trust.

•

Citizens’ perception
about an agency might
be based on their
interactions with the
agency.

•

In cases where the citizen
does not interact with an
agency, trust perceptions
may be built on past
reputation, the reports of
others, media coverage,
and personal
preconceptions.

Aggregate of federal agencies

-31
-31

-26

-15
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Humanity

-10
Transparency

0
Capability
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20
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Source: Deloitte analysis of TrustID survey data

*Respondents were asked to rate 39 federal agencies and overall US government separately on the four trust
signals.
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Government actions and missions can further be divided in six archetypes on the
Retail-to-Regulator (R2R) spectrum

Retailer

RetailerLike

Offer goods
and services
to external
customers or
staff in a
competitive
environment.
E.g. United
States Postal
Service (USPS)

Provides a
service, often for
a fee, but no
competitive
alternative exists.
E.g. Passport
Services,
Department of
Motor Vehicles
(DMV)

Source Deloitte
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Innovator

Drive new ways
of thinking and
doing; or support
the innovation of
others through
investment.
E.g. National
Institutes of
Health (NIH),
National
Aeronautics and
Space
Administration
(NASA)

Educator

Impart
knowledge, skills,
and resources to
inform, influence
or drive an
outcome, E.g.
Census Bureau,
Voice of America

Regulato
r

Develop rules
and regulations
that effectively
deter undesired
or illegal
behaviors, E.g.
Food and Drug
Administration
(FDA), Federal
Aviation
Administration
(FAA)

Enforce
r

Enforce rules and
regulations by
detecting
wrongdoing and
enacting
consequences.
E.g. U.S. Customs
and Border
Protection (CBP),
Law enforcement
agencies

8

Trust perception varies across the R2R spectrum; high-touch agencies on the retail
part of the spectrum do better among respondents; enforcer agencies are the least
trusted by a wide margin of those surveyed
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Humanity

Transparency

Capability

Retailer and retailerlike are the
“nearest” to a citizen
and typically do well
for respondents on
all four trust signals

•

The enforcer
agencies have a
significant trust
problem with
respondents. They
score negatively on
both humanity and
transparency trust
signals
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Source: Deloitte analysis of TrustID survey data

However, all federal R2R archetypes lag the consumer industry “best-in-class” trust
scores; indicating a long journey for federal agencies to reach high levels of trust
Consumer
industry
best-in-class
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Source: Deloitte analysis of TrustID survey data
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Note: Consumer industry “best-in-class” score shows the best performing company across all companies surveyed across sectors
and sub-sectors in the consumer industry.

Federal retailer agencies match up well with the commercial retail sector on trust
as per respondents, but lag the retail sector “best-in-class” scores
•

Federal retailer
respondents’ trust
scores exceed the
average of commercial
retailers most notably
in the area of
transparency.

•

While federal retailers
would need to improve
on all dimensions to
approach best-in-class
commercial retailers
according to
respondents, the
largest gaps are in the
competence signals:
capability and
reliability.
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Retail sector best-in-class

42
38

36

21
17

Retail sector average

28
24
24
24

Federal retailer agencies

29
26

Humanity

Transparency

Source: Deloitte analysis of TrustID survey data

Capability

Reliability

22

26

Note: Retail sector “best-in-class” score shows the best performing brand across the retail sector companies surveyed. This differs from the broader consumer industry
best-in-class shown earlier. Retail sector average is the average of all retail sector companies surveyed.
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There is a wide variance in federal agencies’ trust scores across the R2R spectrum
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Source: Deloitte analysis of TrustID survey data
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Appendix

Understanding the Trust signals

Understanding the trust signal and composite trust scores
Low trust

1
Each trust signal score is
based on a representative
question in the survey

E.g., Humanity trust
signal

Mid-level trust

10%

68%

High trust
22%

Representative question -

Demonstrates empathy and
kindness, and treats everyone
fairly

% respondents
“Strongly
Disagree” and
“Disagree”

% respondents who
“Somewhat Disagree,”
“Neither Agree nor
Disagree,” and
“Somewhat Agree”

% respondents
“Strongly Agree”
and “Agree”

2
Trust signal score is
calculated as the difference
between “high trust” and
“low trust” responses
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E.g., Humanity trust
signal score (12)
Difference between high trust
(22) and low trust (10)
responses

Source: Deloitte analysis of TrustID survey data

-100

+100

12

An entity can have the
lowest trust score of 100—when all
respondents choose
“Strongly Disagree” and
“Disagree”

An entity can have the
highest trust score of
100—when all
respondents choose
“Strongly Agree” and
“Agree”

Understanding the trust signal and composite trust scores (Cont’d.)
Intent score is calculated
as an average of
“humanity” and
“transparency” trust
signal scores

3

Trust signal score

Composite trust
score calculations

Composite trust score is
calculated as an average
of the four trust signal
scores

Competence score is
calculated as an average
of “capability” and
“reliability” trust signal
scores
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Source: Deloitte analysis of TrustID survey data
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