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The relationship between the Italian State and its citizens has historically been 

characterized by reciprocal mistrust. Italy was born out of a military annexation, 

in which the ideas of the enlightened few prevailed over the inertia and even the 

hostility of a large part of the population, especially in the South. After the 

Second World War, a tacit pact existed between the population and the 

administration to cooperate on the reconstruction of the country, but over the 

last decades this tie has become progressively weaker. The economic crises of 

the 1990s, and more recently in 2007, further undermined the trust of the public 

in its administration. 

The estrangement between the citizen and the State is a product of the 

Napoleonic era, and perhaps even of the ideas of the Jacobins. The theory of the 

“general will” leads naturally to a cultural hypertrophy of the State, legitimating 

the predominance of the centre over the periphery, and of the public 

administration over the citizen. For a century and a half, Italians thought in 

terms not of rights but of personal interests. The very language of the 
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administration inevitably became formal, rigid and impersonal. Traditionally, 

the PA saw no need to, and no advantage in accounting for its actions. 

Legislative Decree n°150 of 2009, known in Italy as the “Brunetta Reform” 

(from the name of the current Italian Minister for Public Administration), has 

completely overturned this cultural, political and management model. The 

Reform is the end point of a process begun more than 20 years ago, which 

includes the frontal attack made by the Minister Sabino Cassese on the damage 

caused by bureaucratic language, the Minister Franco Bassanini’s move towards 

the simplification and increased accessibility of documents, and the Minister 

Franco Frattini’s efforts to improve transparency and set up Public Relations 

Offices. However, the process reached its natural conclusion with Renato 

Brunetta, who has clearly stated that the target of P.A. action has to be the 

satisfaction of the citizen, to be achieved through performance evaluation, 

transparency and systems for measuring customer satisfaction. 

An important element of the reform is a system of rewards and sanctions which 

is able to produce a real improvement in the efficiency and transparency of 

services. The premise is that the citizen is now seen as the “employer or owner” 

of a PA which functions like as if it operates in a competitive market: an 

administration which, while it never forgets the public nature of its mission, 
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adopts market criteria and borrows from the private sector terms like “client”, 

“redemption”, “performance” and “customer satisfaction”.  This has important 

consequences. If the ability to listen to citizens becomes the primary goal of the 

administration, then the professional capacity of many civil servants, which in 

the past has been buried or hidden, can finally be exploited. This reform turns 

the efficiency of the PA into an element of added value which, by simplifying 

the lives of families and the work of businesses, will make the whole country 

more attractive, and thus help the GDP and the whole economy. 

Public Administration has two new challenges to face: the evaluation of 

performance, which needs to be measured because in this way it will be possible 

to determine the rewards given to staff, and the obligations which derive from 

the new emphasis on transparency. The backbone of the reform thus becomes 

the “transparency” connected to a result, so that the particular needs of the 

citizen become the public interest, and all administrations have to be “fully 

accountable”. To support this process, a new style of two-way communication 

will be necessary, no longer cold and impersonal but based on the concept of 

service, and carried out by persons with name and surname. This is why the 

reform has focussed on symbolic aspects taken up by the media, like 

introduction of strict controls to fight absenteeism,  online publication of cvs and 

salaries for public managers, the fight against abuses of laws, and so on . But if 
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the reform focuses on persons, if the PA is no longer to be the reign of 

procedures and rules, then these persons need to be helped to improve their 

performance, to be better trained, used more effectively, and evaluated. This is 

the new task of the heads of offices, who are given a new managerial role, more 

power and responsibility to evaluate their own resources in the light of the 

satisfaction of the citizen-customer. 

Innovation – seen as the use of Information Technology in the service of 

efficiency and transparency – will also play a central role, of course. Efficiency 

and transparency are in fact the only parameters that should be taken in to 

consideration. Otherwise, innovation becomes the ostentation of modernity for 

its own sake, with no effect on productivity, as shown by many useless 

showcase websites and auto referential web TV channels. This kind of 

technology is no more than a smokescreen. Citizens demand more efficient and 

faster services. The reform is designed to make this citizen (the final 

beneficiary) an active protagonist of the process of control and verification of 

results. Examples include projects like “Put your face (to be evaluated)” (which 

invites users to evaluate the service provided in public offices with emoticons, 

and which has set in motion a real revolution in behaviour), or MiaPA, a 

promising and democratic use of social networks to reach and evaluate single 

Public Administrations and their services. Communication is no longer a sort of 
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window dressing, but an essential element in assuring transparency, verified by 

users who can express themselves through the tools of customer satisfaction 

measurement. The reform therefore introduces a virtuous circle, in which the 

measurement of customer satisfaction drives civil servants to an improvement in 

performance and thus leads to a more positive feedback from the citizen. 

A good example of the new culture of the PA, and of its desire to put these 

principles into practice, is Linea Amica ( PA Friendly Line), a multimedia  

contact centre for the PA managed by Formez, where citizens are given friendly 

assistance in any problem or need in their relations with PA, and never left alone 

until their problem is solved. Linea Amica is a network of over 1100 

multimedial contact centers of the PA, including the most important Public 

Relations Offices in the country, and counts 122 million contacts per year; 122 

million requests or questions of Italian citizens to the P.A.. Linea Amica is an 

expression of the new concept of service to the citizen; therefore the index of 

user satisfaction is over 90%. In this way, the front office is no longer a ”less 

important job” in which the worst staff are abandoned, but a strategic hub which 

determines the efficiency of the PA. 

Since April 2011, Government has also developed a new National portal for the 

PA (www.lineaamica.gov.it) – a single access point to 10.000 PAs and all their 
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services (more than 300 services on line). It makes use of 200 experts, and of 

more than 13.000 operators from the Linea Amica network: the result is an 

integrated interface which provides a range of multimedia services and 

assistance which is really appreciated by citizens. 

The services that everyone can access are 

- a search engine which searches in accredited public portals 

- direct telephone and online assistance in contacts with the PA 

- access to services available directly online 

- catalogue of citizens’ rights 

- thousands of FAQ and useful items of information (text, audio and 

video) 

- check on the cost and the effectiveness of the PAs 

- possibility of evaluating the single PA and voting positively or 

negatively 

It will thus be possible to pass from the screen of one’s PC to a telephone 

contact, e-mail questions, and online assistance via chat. 

The Italian Government attaches great importance to this process of improving 

relationship between PA and Citizens: the PA is changing and is trying to make 
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your life easier through ICT services; and if you are suffering from the digital 

divide, then you have a civil servant ready to support you. With these simple 

tools, the citizen can also flag cases of poor service, evaluate the quality of the 

PA, take part in decisions and suggest solutions, 

Naturally, there is still a lot to do. Some processes cannot be accomplished 

simply by passing a law, but require a change of mentality. It is not easy to pass 

from a culture based on procedures to one which focuses on results and service. 

But this new results-based approach is now established and the process is 

irreversible. 

Therefore we believe that many Italian public servants are now willing to 

recover popular trust and thus work with a “we owe you a smile” logic.  

This is what happened at the beginning; now the demand for assistance and for 

services is continuously growing and citizen satisfaction in PA services is 

increasing. This is an indication that improving the PA and making it reliable is 

possible, that the PA may be seen not as a counterpart for citizen and 

enterprises,  but as a partner in the challenge of developing the country, a 

challenge we can all win together. 

 


