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9. SPECIAL FEATURE – SERVING CITIZENS

Responsiveness of public services: Timeliness

Responsive public goods and services explicitly recognise
and adapt to the heterogeneity of citizens’ needs. Rather
than adopting a “one size fits all” approach, responsive
service providers implement strategies that segment
customer bases, as well as establish mechanisms that
proactively seek and take into account citizens’ feedback or
complaints. In addition, responsive public goods and
services seek to be reactive to needs, responding as quickly
as possible and minimising delays. Timeliness of service
delivery therefore stands out as a responsiveness indicator
that particularly affects citizens’ confidence in the ability of
public services to meet their needs.

Health care

Waiting time is one measure of the timeliness of service
delivery. Excessive waiting times may affect not only the
perception of the quality of the service but also the expected
impact of the service. For example, delaying a medical
treatment can sometimes lead to adverse health effects and
unnecessary hospitalisation at an acute stage. In addition, it
can strain the doctor-patient relationship and reduce the
trust of citizens in the health system. Still, waiting times may
also reflect the fact that, in the absence of any other allocation
factor, when services are provided entirely for free, time may
become a variable of adjustment in case of limited supply.
Among OECD member countries for which data are available,
on average, almost 40% of citizens who had been advised to
see a specialist reported having to wait more than four weeks
before seeing the specialist in 2010 (Figure 9.8). There is,
however, significant cross-country variation. The share of
citizens waiting more than four weeks was almost 60% in
Canada and less than 20% in Germany.

On average, fewer citizens (about 10%) had to wait more
than four months for an elective surgery. Approximately
20% of citizens reported long waiting times in Canada,
Sweden, Norway, and the United Kingdom. No citizen in
Germany has reported a waiting time of more than four
months. Understaffing, poor organisation or a shortage of
hospital beds can all contribute to long waiting times for
surgeries.

Tax administration

A number of OECD member countries have included time-
liness as a key performance standard for certain public
services, notably tax administration. Among the countries
where a time standard was set for tax returns, the average
processing time did not exceed 40 days for paper returns
and 35 days for electronic returns (Figure 9.9). In two
countries – the Netherlands and Poland – returns were
processed within three months. For all other countries,
standards for the processing time for paper returns ranged
from up to 10 days in Ireland to 42 days in Australia,
Denmark and Japan. For the majority of countries,
electronic filing did not significantly lower processing time
standards, with the exception of Australia, Canada and
Ireland. In these countries, citizens filing their tax returns
electronically saw their tax returns processed three to four
times faster than citizens filing tax returns in paper form.

Justice

Timeliness can also be very important in determining the
quality of justice systems. Delays can reflect badly on the
capacity of justice systems to uphold the rule of law and to
provide an efficient level playing field for resolving
economic disputes, thus undermining confidence in the
justice institutions. Delays can also create added costs as
cases remain pending and economic situations unresolved,
impeding prospects for future investment. Excessively
short processing times on the other hand may undermine
the need for due process.

Trial length is one common indicator of timeliness in the jus-
tice sector. Across the 31 OECD member countries for which
data are available, average disposition time of first instance
civil cases ranged from more than 550 days in Italy to
approximately 100 days in Japan, with an OECD average of
approximately 242 days (Figure 9.10). Countries following the
French legal system report the longest disposition times.
Beyond procedural and substantive differences across legal
systems, however, the organisation of the justice system
– including staffing and human resource management
policies, use of IT and capabilities for managing the case
load – can affect the time necessary for solving a case in court.
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Further reading

OECD (2013a), Tax Administration 2013: Comparative Infor-
mation on OECD and other Advanced and Emerging
Economies, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/
10.1787/9789264200814-en.

OECD (2013b, forthcoming), Health at a Glance 2013: OECD
Indicators, OECD Publishing, Paris.

Palumbo, G. et al. (2013), “Judicial Performance and its Deter-
minants: A Cross-Country Perspective”, OECD Economic
Policy Papers, No. 5, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://
dx.doi.org/10.1787/5k44x00md5g8-en.

Figure notes

9.9: The figure only includes countries where an administrative
standard is applied in practice. For the Netherlands, the number of
days could not be estimated with reasonable approximation and
have not been included. Data for Austria: same standard applied for
both paper and e-filed returns. Data for Chile: returns filed between
1 April and 19 April: refunds by deposit are due on 10 May and
refunds by sending a cheque are due on 30 May; returns filed
between 20 April and 27 April: refunds by deposit are due on 17 May
and refunds by sending a cheque are due on 30 May; returns filed
between 28 April and 9 May: refunds by deposit are due on 26 May
and refunds by sending a cheque are due on 30 May. Data for
Hungary refer to the standard set by the tax authority and not the
actual performance. Data for the United States: the standard is for
individual paper returns only. A separate standard for electronically
filed returns is not applicable. For returns filed electronically, the
goal is to issue refunds within 5 to 21 days, which the Internal
Revenue Service achieves for most returns filed electronically. Data
concerning paper returns are not applicable for Estonia and Portugal.

9.10: Data for the United Kingdom refers to England and Wales.

Information on data for Israel: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602.

Methodology and definitions

Data on waiting times for specialist and elective
surgery are derived from OECD Health Data 2011. The
waiting time for specialist and elective surgery is the
time between the patient being advised to seek care
and the appointment. Only those respondents who
had specialist consultations or elective surgery were
asked to specify waiting times.

Data on the processing time of personal tax returns are
derived from Tax Administration 2013: Comparative
Information on OECD and other Advanced and Emerging
Economies. Processing time refers to the time between
the filing of the personal income tax return by a citizen
and the decision by the tax authority on tax refunds.
Tax returns are the forms on which citizens report
their taxable income to the relevant authorities. Tax
refunds refer to the reimbursement that citizens
receive when the amount they paid is greater than
their tax liability.

Justice data on the average length of first-instance civil
trial cases have been drawn by OECD “Judicial
Performance and its Determinants: A Cross-Country
Perspective”. Trial length is estimated with a formula
commonly used in the literature: [(Pendingt – 1 +
Pendingt)/(Incomingt + Resolvedt)]*365. Where information
on the number of pending cases was not available but
the country was able to provide information on the
actual length, the latter was used (England and Wales,
Mexico, New Zealand and the Netherlands). For those
countries for which neither the estimated nor the actual
trial length was available, trial length has been calcu-
lated imputing the predicted value of the regression of
the estimated length trial as found in the World Bank
Group’s, Doing Business (database).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264200814-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264200814-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5k44x00md5g8-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5k44x00md5g8-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602
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9.8. Waiting times for a specialist appointment and elective surgery (2010)

Source: Commonwealth Fund International Health Policy Survey 2010.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932943077

9.9. Processing time of personal tax returns where a tax refund is expected (2011)
Average number of days for at least 80% of returns

Source: OECD (2013), Tax Administration 2013: Comparative Information on OECD and other Advanced and Emerging Economies, OECD Publishing,
Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264200814-en.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932943096
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9.10. Trial length of first-instance cases in days (2012)

Source: OECD, CEPEJ, World Bank; and Palumbo, G. et al. (2013), “Judicial Performance and its Determinants: A Cross-Country Perspective”,
OECD Economic Policy Papers, No. 5, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5k44x00md5g8-en.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932943115

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

Ita
ly

Por
tug

al

Slov
en

ia

Slov
ak

 R
ep

ub
lic

En
gla

nd
 an

d W
ale

s

Mex
ico

Neth
erl

an
ds

Isr
ae

l

Fra
nc

e
Spa

in

Ire
lan

d

Lu
xe

mbo
urg

OEC
D

Belg
ium

Fin
lan

d

Tu
rke

y

Ice
lan

d

Es
ton

ia

Hun
ga

ry

Germ
an

y

Den
mark

Aus
tra

lia

Swed
en

New
 Ze

ala
nd

Pola
nd

Nor
way

Gree
ce

Kor
ea

Cze
ch

 R
ep

ub
lic

Switz
erl

an
d

Aus
tri

a
Ja

pa
n

Sou
th 

Afri
ca

Rus
sia

n F
ed

era
tio

n

Number of days

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5k44x00md5g8-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932943115


From:
Government at a Glance 2013

Access the complete publication at:
https://doi.org/10.1787/gov_glance-2013-en

Please cite this chapter as:

OECD (2013), “Responsiveness of public services: Timeliness”, in Government at a Glance 2013, OECD
Publishing, Paris.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1787/gov_glance-2013-54-en

This work is published under the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions expressed and arguments
employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of OECD member countries.

This document and any map included herein are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any territory, to the
delimitation of international frontiers and boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area.

You can copy, download or print OECD content for your own use, and you can include excerpts from OECD publications,
databases and multimedia products in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided
that suitable acknowledgment of OECD as source and copyright owner is given. All requests for public or commercial use and
translation rights should be submitted to rights@oecd.org. Requests for permission to photocopy portions of this material for
public or commercial use shall be addressed directly to the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC) at info@copyright.com or the
Centre français d’exploitation du droit de copie (CFC) at contact@cfcopies.com.

https://doi.org/10.1787/gov_glance-2013-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/gov_glance-2013-54-en



