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Preface

The environment for economic policy communications has been changing 
rapidly in recent years, driven by new information technologies and rising 
expectations for greater transparency and accountability. 

The paper provides an overall view of communications across various areas of 
economic policy, aiming to help country authorities as they increasingly use 
communications as a policy tool in its own right. The paper identifies frontier 
communications challenges, drawing on a large body of research on the 
salient issues. Although communications can never be a substitute for good 
policies, economic reforms are more likely to fail or even be reversed if they 
are not understood or accepted by those whom they affect.

The role of communications is increasingly recognized in all policy areas, 
but the journey communications has made in central banking over the past 
30 years is especially impressive: from secrecy to vagueness to transparency 
and accountability. The growing popularity of inflation targeting, in which 
communications play a central role, and increased use of forward guidance in 
the aftermath of the global financial crisis are important factors behind the 
greater attention to communications. Long gone are the days when central 
banks sought to “keep the press out of the bank and the bank out of the 
press,” and there is no going back.

However, there is room for one policy area to draw from experiences in 
the others. The paper discusses current and prospective developments in 
communications on monetary, financial stability, fiscal, and structural 
policies. It also considers the role that communications can play in helping 
to strengthen public trust in institutions. The country examples have been 
chosen to highlight issues that arise and recur in a wide range of political 
systems and economic policy frameworks. 

The paper’s objective is to provide readers with a useful guide to emerging 
issues in economic policy communications and stimulate further reflection. 

Gerry Rice
Director, Communications Department
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Executive Summary

The environment for economic policy communications has been changing 
rapidly in recent years, posing new challenges and opening new frontiers. The 
growth of the internet and social media has made it possible for ever more 
people to express their views on public policies and has contributed to rising 
expectations for transparency and accountability, even as trust in institutions 
and experts has declined. Economic policy institutions are likely to continue 
to face pressures to explain their policies to a broader public and show that 
they merit support.

Policymakers will likely need to work harder in the future to make their 
messages heard and believed. As the level of noise in the information space 
continues to rise, transparency and disclosure, although essential, may no 
longer be enough. Proactive communications, harnessing new technologies, 
and using multiple channels, with many different paths from the sender 
to the receiver, are coming into widespread use. Messages will need to be 
trustworthy and convincing, and better tailored to different audiences. More 
than ever, communications will be an important policy tool.

Communications on monetary policy have become more challenging in 
many countries, owing to slower economic growth, low real interest rates, the 
effects of monetary policy on financial stability, and in some cases challenges 
to central bank independence. Central banks, for their part, have begun 
to reach out more systematically to a broader public to explain and justify 
their policies while continuing to strengthen communications with financial 
markets. 

Financial stability communications increasingly aim to cover the full 
policymaking process. A more holistic approach, based on clear strategies 
and protocols, along with improved coordination, both at the national and 
international levels, will continue to develop. This can help make financial 
stability communications more systematic and strategic, and more relatable to 
a broader public. 
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Communications on fiscal and structural policies need to persuade as 
well as inform. Increased public participation in the budget process—
communications in both directions—can support greater realism about 
fiscal policy and raise awareness of the need for sustainable public finances. 
Convincing the public of the benefits of deeper fiscal and structural reforms, 
in areas such as energy subsidies or labor markets, can require extended 
information campaigns. 

Crisis responses entail changes in many policies. Across monetary, fiscal, 
financial, and structural policies, strong coordination of communications 
is essential so that all facets of policy support each other during a crisis. A 
coordinated approach can help to raise confidence and reduce the ultimate 
costs of the crisis. Crisis preparedness exercises would regularly include a 
communications component. 

Restoring trust in institutions is necessary to improve economic well-being. 
This is a difficult task that requires not just sound policies but also truthful 
and trustworthy conduct by policymakers and other members of society, 
accompanied by more meaningful transparency and public participation, and 
more effective communications and impact assessments.

FRONTIERS OF ECONOMIC POLICY COMMUNICATIONS
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Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose  
(The more things change, the more they stay the same)

Jean-Baptiste Alphonse Karr (1808–90), French writer and editor of Le Figaro

The objectives of communications—notably mutual understanding and 
support—are much the same today as they have been historically. Policymak-
ing involves the communication of ideas and information. This has been true 
over time and in a wide range of political systems, despite obvious differences 
in views on the role of public debate and the flow of information.

Although communications have always been a powerful tool,1 the under-
standing of the why and how of communications has deepened in recent 
decades. The systematic use and study of media and mass communications 
intensified in the 20th century, and these insights are being applied in eco-
nomic policy communications. For example, the impact of central bank 
communications on financial market reactions and economic agents’ expecta-
tions has been closely studied, helping to inform monetary policy and how it 
is communicated.

There has been also growing use of large-scale communications campaigns in 
support of fiscal and structural reforms. Some reforms (for example, eliminat-
ing fuel subsidies) may be painful and unpopular but still necessary for sound 
public finances, the efficient use of energy, and to ensure that resources reach 
those most in need of them. Other reforms, such as certain kinds of dereg-
ulation, may be popular but face opposition from vested interests. Commu-
nications help by explaining the benefits of reforms and the motivations of 

1For example, see “Government Communication as a Policy Tool: A Framework for Analysis” 
(Howlett 2009).
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the vested interests opposing change. Without buy-in and support from the 
broader public, there is a higher risk that reforms will fail or even be reversed.

Technological change is also fundamentally altering the communications 
landscape, posing new challenges and opening new frontiers. Much of the 
world is already hyperconnected, and in the next 10 years almost everyone 
in the world will have access to broadband. When everyone has a voice, 
influence becomes more dispersed and the public’s relations with institu-
tions are transforming. Activism on social media has at times given rise to 
public campaigns—for example, the movement to “audit the Fed.”2 There 
are also risks from new forms of deception and disinformation, which are 
spreading rapidly.3

Many economic policy institutions increasingly communicate with a broader 
audience, and not just with experts, emphasizing their accountability to 
society as a whole. Indeed, this is a key unifying theme across different areas 
of economic policy. Disseminating information more widely and quickly 
to engage and convince the public is becoming increasingly important for 
policy institutions (including those with operational independence), and in 
a wide range of political systems. Policymakers face the task of explaining 
to increasingly vocal and diverse audiences that their policies deserve sup-
port, while also counteracting false claims and beliefs. This has become more 
challenging, with polls consistently showing that, in many parts of the world, 
dissatisfaction with public policies has risen and trust in institutions and 
experts has declined.

A central challenge for economic policymakers in this environment is having 
their messages heard, understood, and believed. Declining trust, rising noise, 
growing competition for attention, and the inherent difficulty of explaining 
complex economic concepts to a broader public mean that transparency and 
disclosure remain important but are no longer sufficient.4 To be effective, 
communications need to be proactive and use multiple channels, multiple 
times, with many different paths from the sender to the receiver.5

It will be increasingly important to continuously upgrade the communica-
tions toolkit. This may include using insights into behavior from psychology, 

2The Federal Reserve has prominently placed a link on its website asking, “Does the Fed ever get audited?”
3One example is “deep fakes,” which is false audio or video created using artificial intelligence (Chesney 

and Citron 2019).
4Stephen Poloz, Governor of the Bank of Canada, has noted that: “transparency is only helpful if people can 

understand what we are saying” (Poloz 2018).
5For example, the IMF has a transparency policy and a communications strategy. The transparency policy 

determines which documents will be disclosed and when, and the degree of transparency. The communications 
strategy seeks to ensure, among other things, that IMF policies and advice are understood by the public.
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cognitive science, and social science6 along with the ethical use of techniques 
such as tiered communications and audience segmentation. Messages that 
connect with the intended audiences’ needs and interests (that is, relatability) 
can also help to build understanding.7 Most importantly, communications 
need to be credible and believable. That said, communications can never be a 
substitute for good policies and trustworthy conduct by policymakers.

There are significant differences in communications across economic pol-
icy areas. In monetary policy, communications often take place within a 
well-established policy framework, and there is a large empirical literature on 
how communications work.8 In financial stability policy, the framework is 
still developing, and less is known about the most effective way to commu-
nicate. In fiscal and structural policies, political economy is often at the very 
forefront of communications, with a high premium on both listening to and 
persuading the public. And, in a crisis, action may be required simultane-
ously in many policy areas, and coordinating communications is the primary 
challenge. More generally, there is room for one area of policy to draw from 
experiences in the others.

An overarching issue connecting all areas of economic policy communica-
tions is low trust (Edelman 2019). The paper discusses the extent and possi-
ble causes of the problem and considers a range of possible measures—all of 
which require skillful communications—to address it. Some countries may 
benefit from capacity building in communications, with improved practices 
that are also mindful of the need to maintain and build trust.

6The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) recently released the first global 
collection of over 100 case studies on using insights from the behavioral sciences to improve public pol-
icy (OECD 2017b).

7The Bank of England has been among the pioneers in this field. A key finding in Bholat and others 
(2018) is that enhanced relatability improved public understanding compared to the traditional monetary 
policy summary.

8A selection of this literature is discussed in the following section, on monetary policy communications.
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 . . . sometimes, the explanation is the policy.
Janet Yellen, speech to the Society of American Business Editors and Writers, 

 April 4, 2013

In the past decade, the environment for monetary policy has become more 
challenging in many countries, reflecting slower economic growth, lower real 
interest rates, a renewed attention to the interdependence of monetary and 
financial stability, and concerns about the distributional effects of low interest 
rates (Bernanke 2012). Also, the operational independence of central banks 
in monetary policy has been challenged in some cases (Obstfeld 2018).

Central banks have adapted in part by stepping up communications. 
Although central banks have on the whole been clearly heard by financial 
markets and economists, the broader public has hardly been reached (Hal-
dane and McMahon 2018). A growing number of central banks, operating 
under a wide range of different monetary policy regimes, are now investing in 
new communications practices and technologies, including social media and 
direct outreach to a broader audience. Explaining policies to the public, and 
thus emphasizing accountability to society as a whole, is important.

Communications can help explain the central bank’s objectives, policy 
framework, and policy decisions to a broader audience. Even so, for com-
munications to be effective, policies need to be sound, with clear objectives 
and a well-defined framework, and with policy decisions that are consistent 
with the objectives and framework. Otherwise, communications could even 
amplify weaknesses and inconsistencies.

Monetary Policy Communications—
Lessons and New Questions

CHAPTER
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Communications on the Policy Framework

Communications play a crucial role in establishing and supporting the credi-
bility of the monetary policy framework and the independence of the central 
bank. In almost all countries, the government is responsible for setting the 
overall monetary policy framework, often through legislation. Government 
communications that support—rather than undermine—the monetary policy 
regime can enhance the effectiveness of policy, all the more so when coupled 
with government support for central bank independence and accountability.1

Canada provides an example of how this can work. Every five years, the 
government and the Bank of Canada formally renew the Inflation Control 
Target. Both the government and the central bank see the renewal process 
as a strategic communications opportunity. The process typically begins 
with a joint statement by the government and the Bank of Canada,2 and 
many different kinds of communications and outreach are used to foster 
public engagement and debate, with a focus on the benefits of low and 
stable inflation.

Communications under Different Policy Regimes3

Monetary policy communications need to deal with three broad cases: when 
the monetary policy framework is already well defined; during transitions 
from one framework to another; and when the framework is more discre-
tionary or frequently changing. Most of the research to date has focused on 
various forms of inflation targeting, in which communications are integral to 
the policy process. Less attention has been given to communications under 
other types of monetary regimes.

Contemporary inflation targeting is mostly inflation forecast targeting, 
and central bank communications are an essential tool for influencing and 
anchoring inflation expectations. Many central banks publish macroeconomic 
forecasts and provide forward guidance on policy. These kinds of communi-
cations are generally transparent and systematic, aiming to explain what the 
authorities have done, and why, to achieve their inflation-targeting objectives.

Communications in monetary regimes that rely on exchange rate anchors 
face a different set of challenges. The credibility and sustainability of a pegged 

1For an international comparison of inflation targeting framework reviews and revisions, see 
Wadsworth 2017.

2Joint Statement of the Government of Canada and the Bank of Canada on the Renewal of the 
Inflation-Control Target (October 2016).

3Most large advanced and emerging economies have adopted some form of de facto inflation targeting, while 
other types of monetary regimes are more commonly found in emerging markets and developing economies.
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exchange rate depends on the consistency of the peg with macroeconomic 
policies more broadly, and also on whether foreign exchange reserves are suf-
ficient to weather a large range of external shocks. Communications in these 
regimes would thus focus on conveying the soundness and consistency of the 
policy framework to various audiences, especially participants in the foreign 
exchange market.

Yet another set of challenges arises in emerging and developing economies 
that are transitioning from one monetary policy regime to another (IMF 
2015c). These transitional regimes include cases in which a country is mov-
ing away from an exchange rate anchor or traditional monetary targeting and 
toward some form of inflation targeting. Clear communications about the 
goal and sequencing of the transition can play a crucial role in building credi-
bility and enhancing the effectiveness of monetary policy. Box 1 discusses the 
case of Jamaica, which is moving toward full-fledged inflation targeting over 
the medium term.

Finally, some monetary policy regimes are essentially discretionary. At times 
they may rely on a hard or soft exchange rate peg, at times on monetary 
targeting, or at times on a combination of anchors, and sometimes they have 
no well-defined or durable nominal anchor. Monetary policy communica-
tions under these conditions will be difficult and may be prone to incon-
sistency. IMF policy advice in such cases has emphasized transitioning to a 
better-defined and more stable policy regime, which would also allow com-
munications to play a more effective role.

Less May Be More, and Limits to Communications

More is not always better in central bank communications, and there is not 
yet a full understanding of “how much is enough.” The quality of commu-
nications, and in particular their consistency, both internally and over time, 
may be more important than the quantity. It has been said that a central 
bank that speaks with too many voices may have no voice at all (Blinder 
2004). Some recent research supports this view: too many slightly different 
speeches by monetary policymakers could be a source of noise rather than 
clarity (Lustenberger and Rossi 2017). Publishing the minutes or transcripts 
of internal policy deliberations can also be a two-edged sword. Although 
these documents provide information on the thinking and plans of policy-
makers, they may also be difficult to interpret, especially when conditions are 
changing rapidly. Relatedly, some central banks impose a blackout period on 
communications in the days before a policy decision to help messages related 
to the announcement stand out and be clearly heard.

 Monetary Policy Communications—Lessons and New Questions
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Communications are a powerful policy tool, but also have limits. When 
inflation expectations are strongly anchored, central banks can accomplish 
more through communications, with less need for actions. However, there 
are risks in placing too much reliance on communications when action is 
what is needed. In such cases, expectations can become unanchored and 
credibility can erode, also undermining the effectiveness of communica-
tions in the future.

Evolving Views on Communications Under Inflation Targeting

Forward guidance under inflation targeting continues to develop (Box 2). 
Although some inflation-targeting central banks publish a quantitative path 
for their policy rate, others consider that there are downsides to this prac-
tice. One important issue is how much certainty the central bank should 
convey to the public about its outlook for the economy and for monetary 
policy. When the central bank gives an overly strong impression of certainty, 
financial markets may no longer react adequately to incoming data. Con-
versely, conveying high uncertainty may undermine confidence. Finding 
the right balance can be challenging, all the more so as it is often desirable 
to avoid large discontinuities in messaging that could affect expectations 
in unwanted ways.

A related issue is how to communicate about the central bank’s forecast. 
There are many options and choosing the best one is not always straight-
forward. For example, the central bank could communicate that the fore-
cast reflects the view of its policymakers. Alternatively, it could present 
the forecast as a staff product that provides one input among others to 
the policy deliberations (Al-Mashat and others 2018). How to communi-
cate the forecast will depend, among other things, on the structure of the 
decision-making process in the central bank (Lambert 2006). For example, 
when there is a monetary policy committee, it may not be credible to assert 
that all committee members share the same view on the economic outlook. 
Careful thought also needs to be given to the way in which risks to the fore-
cast are communicated (for example, the width of the fan charts and how the 
risks are described), and how risks influence policy decisions.

In coming years, central banks with inflation targets may need to commu-
nicate adjustments to their policy frameworks if low levels of neutral real 
interest rates are sustained, which may increase the likelihood that the policy 
interest rate will hit the effective lower bound.4 Options include targeting 
average inflation over longer horizons, price level path targeting, and new 

4Based on experience so far, the effective lower bound on nominal interest rates is either zero or 
slightly negative.
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types of unconventional monetary operations (Williams 2018). Clear and 
proactive communications will be essential to ensuring that any changes 
to the policy framework do not undermine price stability and central bank 
operational independence.

Communicating on Financial Stability

Central banks often have an important role in financial stability, in addition 
to monetary policy. The development of macroprudential policy frameworks 
has reinforced this role, with many central banks now having at least some 
responsibility for macroprudential policy. Current best practice emphasizes 
the importance of separating communications on the two areas of pol-
icy, reflecting the separation of objectives, decision-making structures, and 
accountability mechanisms (IMF 2013, 2014).

Even so, there are many interactions between monetary policy and financial 
stability. The conduct of each policy can have side effects on the other (Nier 
and Kang 2016), which also have implications for communications. For 
example, there is a long-standing debate on whether central banks should 
use monetary policy tools, notably interest rates, to “lean against the wind” 
to help maintain financial stability.5 The IMF currently takes the view that 
pursuing a financial stability objective in the conduct of monetary policy—in 
addition to the price and output stability objectives—can create substantial 
challenges in communications and reduce the credibility of the central bank’s 
inflation targeting framework (IMF 2015d).

Central banks are developing communications strategies for monetary and 
financial stability policies separately, and for their interactions. It would be 
beneficial for such strategies to be guided by the principles discussed above. 
Some of these issues are discussed further in the section on financial stability 
communications.

Reaching New Audiences in a Changing Information Environment

Central banks are increasingly communicating beyond “markets, econo-
mists, and newswires” (Haldane 2017a). Many central banks are doing more 
to explain their policies to a broad public to enhance understanding and 
support. This is not an easy task. Challenges include greater noise on social 
media and the fragmentation of audiences in internet echo chambers. In 

5Under a policy of “leaning against the wind,” the central bank for some time sets a policy interest rate 
that is slightly higher than needed purely to maintain price stability to counteract the buildup of financial 
vulnerabilities.
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some countries, media capacity to report on the complexities of monetary 
policy is still being developed while, in others, the market for economic and 
financial news is too small to sustain high quality reporting.

A growing number of central banks are trying to reach their audience directly 
(Figure 1).6 Tools for intermediary-free access to various audiences include 
not only the website and a broader social media presence, but also educa-
tional programs in schools and central banks’ museums, more direct outreach 
to civil society organizations, and workplaces. Communications are being 
increasingly tiered, with products at different levels of technicality depending 
on the targeted audience. Messages are also being regionalized; for example, 
the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas uses Twitter to highlight regional eco-
nomic research (@DallasFedComDev).

Some central banks have launched new publications aimed at a general audi-
ence. The Bank of England recently started a “Bank Underground” blog. It 
is written at a ninth grade reading level but, even then, it can only be under-
stood by about 30 percent of the country’s population. There is clearly still 
some way to go in making monetary policy messages accessible and relatable 
to a broader public.

In order to communicate better, it is also important to listen. Central banks 
are making growing use of opinion surveys. For example, the Bank of Can-

6Examples include the Bank of England’s regional outreach, including to schools, and interviews by Federal 
Reserve chairs Bernanke and Powell on general interest television news programs.

Source: IMF staff.
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ada’s “Public Awareness and Communications Survey 2018” found that 
knowledge of the central bank is limited, but that despite some negative 
perceptions, trust is generally high, mainly because the central bank is viewed 
as doing a good job controlling inflation. Various forms of “listening” allow 
central banks to get feedback on how their work and communications are 
received by the public, and to experiment with new approaches.

New information technology also means that false information can spread 
more rapidly and widely. Central banks have in some cases developed a 
quick response capacity to put out “wildfires” on social media. One example 
is Nigeria, where numerous social media accounts were impersonating the 
governor and spreading false messages, and rapid action was needed to close 
them (Central Bank of Nigeria 2013). Relying on external fact-checkers and 
traditional media has proven insufficient (some so-called fact checks can turn 
out to be “fake news”). Central banks are thus increasingly focused on trans-
mitting their messages directly to the intended recipients.

Reaching a wider audience, including nonresident investors in domestic 
financial markets, also means communicating in more languages. The People’s 
Bank of China recently revamped its English language website and aims to 
simultaneously release information in both Chinese and English. The ECB 
faces the challenge of communicating in 23 languages of the euro area coun-
tries. The Reserve Bank of South Africa operates in a country that has 11 
official languages.
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Jamaica aims to transition to full-fledged inflation targeting over the medium term, 
with amendments to the central bank law introduced in Parliament in late 2018. One 
of the key challenges for the Bank of Jamaica (BOJ) has been to explain the benefits 
of the new monetary policy regime to a public long accustomed to focusing on the 
exchange rate. To this end, the BOJ has taken decisive steps to strengthen its commu-
nications capacity, and is implementing innovative public relation campaigns to take its 
message on the benefits of price stability directly to the broad public.

The BOJ has published a communications strategy to further bolster the transparency 
and credibility of the policy transition. In addition to an increased presence on social 
media and easily understood headline messages in routine monetary policy commu-
nications, BOJ is deploying radio advertising and billboards with powerful messages 
inspired by Jamaica’s popular culture, including Reggae music. This initial intensive 
campaign would be followed up by sustained messaging over a period of several years, 
accompanied by surveys to measure its effectiveness and be adjusted and refined. A 
review of the BOJ’s experience in a few years’ time may hold important lessons for 
other central banks.

Box 1. The Bank of Jamaica Explains Inflation Targeting
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Forward guidance is communication by the central bank about the future course of 
monetary policy. Forward guidance can have strong effects on expectations, not just in 
financial markets, but in the economy as a whole, helping expectations to become a 
stabilizing force.

The form and content of forward guidance has varied across central banks and over 
time. One form signals a commitment to act a certain way in the future, at a specific 
time or if a specified event occurs (Odyssean forward guidance). More commonly, 
central banks prefer to reserve some flexibility, and instead provide information about 
what the central bank might do (Delphic forward guidance). As with other central 
bank communications, it appears that forward guidance may have had relatively little 
impact on the perceptions of the broader public, beyond financial markets (Haldane 
and McMahon 2018).

Guidance about future policy is provided by almost all central banks with a formal or 
informal inflation targeting framework. Some central banks, such as Sweden’s Riksbank, 
publish the expected future path of policy interest rates consistent with their overall 
economic outlook. The U.S. Federal Reserve provides the distribution of the views of 
members of its policy committee on future short-term interest rates (the “dot plot”), 
but without identifying the members by name. The ECB provides mainly qualitative 
guidance on the future path of policy.

Forward guidance was also used by central banks facing the effective lower bound on 
policy rates to communicate a more accommodative policy stance. One important form 
of such guidance was that policy interest rates would remain “lower for longer” than 
conventional monetary policy reaction functions would imply (Yellen 2013).

The effect of forward guidance on expectations in financial markets can be swift and 
powerful. For example, the ECB has lately used forward guidance to help reduce grow-
ing market uncertainty about the timing of its interest rate liftoff. The guidance pro-
vided by the ECB in June 2018 immediately reduced measures of market uncertainty 
about the future course of money market rates (Coeuré 2018).

While forward guidance is a powerful form of central bank communications, there are 
risks in overusing it. By providing too much (and probably illusory) certainty to mar-
kets, a central bank can foster complacency and herding among market participants, 
and may also reduce the information content of the market prices that help to inform 
its own policy decisions (Morris and Shin 2018). This recognition has led the Bank 
of Canada, for example, to scale back its forward guidance since 2014, to incentivize 
financial markets to place more weight on incoming data and not rely overly on the 
central bank for information on where the economy is headed (Poloz 2018).

Box 2. Forward Guidance and Expectations
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In finance, everything that is agreeable is unsound  
and everything that is sound is disagreeable.

Winston Churchill, Churchill by Himself: The Definitive Collection of 
Quotations, 2008

The financial crises of the last decade have undermined public trust and may 
have contributed to the rise of populist political movements in some coun-
tries.1 The global financial system is now safer than in the mid-2000s owing 
to substantial improvements in regulation, supervision, and risk surveillance, 
with greater attention to systemic risk and the development of macropruden-
tial frameworks (IMF 2018d). Even so, polls indicate that public confidence 
in the financial system remains low in many countries (Edelman 2019).

Further strengthening communications on financial stability remains a high 
priority. Effective communications can help to make the financial system 
more resilient. Provided that policies are fundamentally sound, communi-
cations can allow market participants and the public to make more realistic 
risk assessments, which in turn can bring about behavioral changes and 
strengthen market discipline. Some of the areas still in progress are discussed 
in what follows.

Communicating the Objective of Financial Stability Policy

Effective communications on financial stability require clearly articulating 
the policy objective. Only in recent years has a broad international consensus 

1As IMF Managing Director Christine Lagarde recently said, “And we know that there is a widely-shared 
perception that those who caused the crisis did not face the consequences, while ordinary people paid a heavy 
price. Many people actually saw this as the ultimate breach of public trust” (Lagarde 2019).
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begun to emerge on the definition of financial stability as the ability of the 
financial system to withstand a variety of shocks so that economic perfor-
mance is not adversely affected. The IMF, in its Global Financial Stability 
Report (GFSR), has offered a concrete and measurable definition: Growth at 
Risk, or downside risks to output as a result of vulnerabilities in the financial 
system (IMF 2018b). The definitions are becoming clear, sharp, and simple 
enough to allow the public to understand what policy is trying to achieve.

Ensuring the Coherence of Policy Messages

The financial system has many parts, as do financial stability policies: a key 
communications challenge is to ensure that policy messages are clear and 
coherent. Clearer and more coherent messaging may in some cases require 
further progress in articulating the policy framework (for example, the 
relationship between microprudential and macroprudential policies), or the 
interactions of financial stability policies with other policies. Vested inter-
ests in the private sector, bureaucratic rivalries, and international relations 
issues may at times raise obstacles to clear communications on financial 
stability policies.

The complexity of the financial system also makes policy communications 
challenging. A wide range of different economic agents are involved in 
finance, from large institutional investors to individual depositors. There 
has been strong growth in recent years in the share of non-bank financial 
activities (for example, systemic insurance companies, computerized trading, 
investment funds, and central counterparties), which in turn interact with the 
banking sector. There is also contagion and cross border propagation of sys-
temic risks. These issues are often very complicated and difficult to explain, 
even to experts. Persuasively conveying the main messages to a broader public 
will be a challenging yet crucial task in the years ahead.

Policies to safeguard financial stability have correspondingly many fac-
ets, including microprudential regulation and supervision, macroprudential 
policies for banks and nonbanks, financial stability indicators, stress testing, 
asset quality reviews, and bank restructuring and resolution. Responsibility 
for financial stability policies is often spread over several agencies, and also 
involves international commitments, with implications for the coherence of 
communications.

To improve coordination and communications, many countries have estab-
lished financial stability committees, with all key agencies participating: 
central bank, financial services authority, ministry of finance, and a deposit 
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insurance fund.2 In Indonesia, for example, the Financial System Stability 
Committee, which meets four times a year, releases a statement and holds a 
press conference after each meeting to inform the press and public of their 
assessment of financial stability in the country.

Communicating the Broad Policy Framework and Systemic Risks

A national financial stability or macroprudential strategy3 can help authori-
ties explain to the public the main elements of the financial stability policy 
framework and how they interact and develop over time. Slovenia, for exam-
ple, first published a macroprudential strategy in 2015, which was updated 
in 2017, reflecting the rapid pace of developments in the field. By clearly 
communicating the changes to the framework, authorities can signal that the 
ongoing development of the financial stability policy is receiving the nec-
essary attention.

Financial stability reports (FSRs) have become one of the main vehicles for 
communications on systemic risk and related policies.4 The objective of these 
reports is usually to provide a systemic perspective on financial stability, 
which can help to support stronger market discipline and provide a rationale 
for policy action when needed. The GFSR, for example, flagged some key 
risks in the early stages of the global financial crisis (Gennaioli and Shleifer 
2018).5 The publication of FSRs has had a measurable effect on market 
conduct (Born and others 2011). In communicating with a broader public, 
a key challenge is to pervasively convey the need for policy action to prevent 
financial instability and limit GDP (or welfare and jobs) at risk.

Growing efforts are being made to convey key messages from FSRs to a 
broader audience. For example, the Reserve Bank of New Zealand has started 
to include a graphical presentation of key developments and policy actions 
in its FSR, along with headline messages in plain language. Agencies respon-

2Edge and Liang (2019) argue that a key motivation for setting up financial stability committees is 
to improve coordination and communication among agencies. This could also support improved public 
communications.

3The European Systemic Risk Board (ESRB) and the European Central Bank have published a series of 
documents on macroprudential policies, ranging from broad strategy to detailed technical work. Notably, in 
2015, the ESRB published a handbook on operationalizing macroprudential policies, which includes guidance 
on communicating these policies. The ESRB also publishes its regular annual review of macroprudential policy 
in the EU. These publications have been helpful in communicating macroprudential policy to specialists and 
the broader public.

4As of late 2018, more than 60 countries were publishing financial stability reports. The IMF has published 
its Global Financial Stability Report since 2002.

5FSRs serve to identify vulnerabilities in the financial system. They may be complemented by early warn-
ing exercises, on which there is a large literature; see the references in Aldasoro, Borio, and Drehmann 
2018, and Shin 2013.
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sible for financial stability policies are also increasingly using social media to 
disseminate visual messages summarizing the main findings of their FSRs.

It is important for communications strategies to spell out the linkages 
between financial stability policies and other policy areas, notably mone-
tary policy. Some argue that while central banks have adopted the necessary 
institutional arrangements to communicate a price stability objective, their 
communications strategies are less suited to dealing with financial stability 
issues, also given that other agencies are typically involved in financial stabil-
ity policies too (Siklos 2014).

Communicating Specific Policy Actions

While broader documents such as financial stability strategies and FSRs can 
help the public to see the big picture, it can also be important to explain 
individual policy actions. This is especially true of macroprudential measures. 
For example, it has proven difficult to persuade the public that measures to 
limit bank exposures to the housing market did not aim to control hous-
ing prices (Donnery 2017). Such misunderstandings can lead the public 
to question the effectiveness and credibility of the measures. While uncer-
tainty about the effects of macroprudential instruments will gradually be 
reduced through improved quantification and calibration, progress will also 
be needed in explaining measures in a convincing way that relates to audi-
ences’ interests.

The IMF has established guidance for communicating macroprudential 
policies. These include the publication of a macroprudential strategy, peri-
odic reports covering issues such as risk assessments, macroprudential policy 
implementation, and ex-post assessments of policy effectiveness. In addition, 
publication of a record of the meetings of macroprudential decision makers 
can also be beneficial (IMF 2014). The experience of the Bank of England is 
discussed in Box 3.

What holds for macroprudential policies also applies to microprudential 
measures and regulatory changes. Changes in microprudential policies can 
have a significant impact on the conduct and risk profile of financial institu-
tions. Communicating any significant changes throughout the policy cycle 
is therefore important to avoid surprises and excess volatility. Authorities are 
also increasingly holding public consultations to explain how new regulatory 
proposals support financial stability. The complexity of the issues involved 
requires care to avoid misunderstandings in the press and public.

Communicating the results of bank stress tests and asset quality reviews in 
a way that supports financial stability remains a challenge. Communications 
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in this area need to find the right degree of transparency about systemic 
risks, exercise caution in the release of information on individual institutions 
to avoid self-fulfilling expectations and destabilizing bank runs, explain the 
policy changes needed to correct the problems uncovered, including the 
communication of any bank closures, and clarify that the scenarios used for 
stress tests are hypothetical and not forecasts. When the U.S. authorities, for 
example, published the results of the comprehensive bank stress tests in 2009, 
they exposed the extent of banking system problems but also restored confi-
dence by communicating corrective actions and showing a path forward.

Towards a Holistic Approach

Financial stability frameworks have rapidly developed in recent years and are 
being more clearly articulated. Policymakers are now in a much better posi-
tion to explain them. This also provides an opportunity to make financial 
stability communications more systematic and strategic, aiming to explain—
as in monetary policy communications—what the authorities have done, 
and why, to achieve their policy objectives (Figure 2). Doing so will enable 
communications to take their place as a core tool of financial stability policies 
(as also noted in Bank for International Settlements 2018 with reference to 
macroprudential policies).

Countries will benefit from developing a holistic approach to financial 
stability communications, with strategies and protocols aiming to cover the 
complete financial stability policymaking cycle: from the identification of 
the problem, to the debate on possible policy actions and their eventual 
announcement, to follow up on their effectiveness.

Figure 2. Holistic Approach to Communicating Financial Stability Policies
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Communications on International Financial Stability Policy

The global nature of finance also requires communications on international 
financial stability.6 International bodies such as the Financial Stability Board 
(FSB) and IMF, or the EU, have established strong transparency and disclo-
sure, covering various aspects such as overall policy development, as well as 
the assessment of international standards and codes in the IMF/World Bank 
Financial Sector Assessment Program and the FSB Peer Review program.

The audience for communications on international financial stability policies 
thus far largely consists of policymakers, market participants, academics, and 
other experts. It does not appear that there is much awareness of these activ-
ities among the broader public. Further consideration could thus be given to 
which aspects of global financial stability policy initiatives would be of inter-
est to a wider audience, and how the key points could be communicated.

6FSB Chair Randal K. Quarles has argued that “we must improve our outreach and transparency – including 
to our membership, other global authorities, the public, and key stakeholders” (Quarles 2019).
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The Bank of England (BoE) offers an example of advanced good practices in communi-
cating financial stability policies, with an essentially complete range of communications 
tools covering the full policymaking cycle. The quality and depth of the BoE’s financial 
stability communications is commensurate with its responsibilities for the stability of 
the world’s largest international financial center.

• Financial stability strategy. The BoE publishes a detailed strategy in its annual 
report. The strategy covers guiding principles, details the approach used to deliver 
financial stability, and discusses the organizational setup. 

• Summary of financial stability policies� The BoE publishes a short but encom-
passing summary of its overall approach to financial stability, covering the tasks and 
powers of the Financial Policy Committee (FPC), the rate of the countercyclical 
capital buffer (a key macroprudential tool), resolution of failed institutions, and reg-
ulation and supervision. This makes it easier for nonexpert audiences to understand 
the BoE’s approach.

• Financial stability report� The semiannual FSR is the BoE’s flagship communica-
tions product on financial stability. It provides an assessment of systemic risks and 
policies to address them, and also includes stress test results. An impactful graphical 
presentation summarizes the most important points for the media and public. The 
FSR is presented by the governor at a press conference, with published opening 
remarks and a transcript.

• Record and summary of FPC meetings. These records are released with a very 
short lag of one week. They open with a summary of the discussions, again with an 
effective use of graphics to convey the main risks and actions. This is followed by 
more detailed information on the issues covered by the FPC, and an annex summa-
rizing previous policy decisions and their implementation.

• News releases� A dedicated section of the website covers prudential policies. The 
news releases provide a short and clear summary of actions and analysis, with links 
to detailed background information.

• Guidance for FPC members� Published guidance notes cover communications by 
FPC members and the avoidance of conflicts of interest.

Box 3. Bank of England—Communications on Financial Stability
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Fiscal policy can be seen as “the matter of who gets what, when, and how” 
(Laswell 1936), and as such is intrinsically political (Gaspar, Gupta, and 
Mulas-Granados 2018). Conflicting interests and views are fundamental in 
fiscal policy, and not everyone will agree with the decisions taken, regardless 
of how they are presented.

Nonetheless, disclosure, transparency, and other communications can help 
to improve the design and implementation of fiscal policy.1 Fiscal issues are 
often intricate and complex, and the public will frequently find it difficult 
to understand them (Buchanan 1960). At times, it may also be challenging 
to avoid creating an illusion of transparency focusing on the form2 rather 
than the quality of reporting by governments. By providing clearer and more 
accessible information on fiscal policy, and engaging citizens, communica-
tions can help improve the quality of disclosure3 and build public under-
standing and support, including for fiscal consolidation or deeper reforms.

Communications to Support Public Participation in the Budget Process

Many countries have been making efforts to enhance the quality of fiscal 
policy by combining transparency with greater public participation, aided 
by advances in “digital government” (IMF 2018c) and in communications 

1This section focuses on communications by the government agencies such as ministries of finance and tax 
offices. Communications by other parties in the fiscal policy debate is beyond the scope of the discussion.

2Examples include publishing only partial information; publishing information that is difficult to understand, 
such as large and detailed amount of data without an explanatory summary; and exploiting weaknesses in 
accounting and reporting rules. The IMF’s Fiscal Transparency Code provides a unified framework for making 
improvements (IMF 2019a).

3The IMF’s April 2019 Fiscal Monitor offers some insights on how to use communications to fight corrup-
tion (IMF 2019b).
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technologies. Increased public participation in the budget process can sup-
port the roles of the executive and legislative branches of government, and 
audit institutions (IMF 2018a). There is evidence that political budget cycles 
(with additional spending in the runup to elections) are more pronounced in 
countries where the public cannot effectively monitor fiscal policies (Shi and 
Svensson 2006).

Communications can support public engagement at all stages of the budget 
process—drafting, legislative debate, implementation, and audit (Figure 3). 
Communications can help by drawing attention to opportunities for pub-
lic participation, explaining the objective of each engagement (for example, 
providing information to the public or obtaining comments from the public), 
and how the inputs provided were taken into account in reaching budget 
decisions. Increased clarity can also help to manage the public’s expectations 
and support greater realism about fiscal policy.

Communications can support all forms of public participation, such as 
presenting a citizen’s guide to the budget in a more accessible form, using 
plain language and infographics; web-streaming or televising public hearings 
or consultations; facilitating online discussions or written submissions; or 
even providing information on referenda (see Box 4 for a discussion of public 
participation in budgeting). Machine learning and big data techniques can 
help to evaluate a large mass of information by identifying key trends and 
pressing issues.

Communications can also signal that a central goal of fiscal policy is to 
improve public well-being. This message will be more credible if accompa-
nied by information on how the interests of the public have been taken into 

Ministry of Finance

Public participation

Drafting Legislative
debate Implementation Audit

Communicating budget
objectives, priorities,
and trade-offs ...

... incorporating
input from the public
at all stages ...

…and providing feedback
on how inputs were
taken into account

Figure 3. Communications and Public Participation in the Budget Process

Source: IMF staff. 

Stages of the Budget Process

FRONTIERS OF ECONOMIC POLICY COMMUNICATIONS

24



account in reaching fiscal policy decisions or by regularly reporting on key 
issues of concern to the public, such as the quality of infrastructure or tax 
simplification.

Public engagement can also be used to explain and discuss key tradeoffs, 
such as different options for raising revenue (value added tax vs. corporate 
tax vs. income tax), or for the design of the social safety net, or the tradeoffs 
between maintaining transfer spending at the expense of infrastructure invest-
ment and a well-functioning public administration.

Enhanced public awareness and greater realism about fiscal policies may be 
vital when fiscal consolidation is needed. Fiscal consolidation may become 
necessary unexpectedly when an economy is hit by significant external 
shocks. Painful measures, involving also significant distributional effects, may 
need to be taken under time pressure that does not allow for a full public dis-
cussion. Communications can build on greater awareness of the need for sus-
tainable public finances achieved through public participation during normal 
times. Given that fiscal consolidation will typically have “winners” and “los-
ers”, communications will need to convincingly argue for the specific mix of 
measures adopted, and how the most vulnerable groups are being protected.

Communicating Fiscal Rules

Fiscal rules are used to contain fiscal policy discretion and promote fiscal 
discipline. They aim to commit policymakers to fiscal discipline and debt 
sustainability, and anchor expectations.

Communications could raise public understanding of fiscal rules, and thus 
support their adoption and sustainable implementation. Communications 
need to clearly explain the ultimate objectives, the role of quantitative indica-
tors (for example, is the budget deficit the ceiling or the target), and the truly 
binding elements of the framework (Eyraud and others 2018). For example, 
the three percent deficit rule in the euro area was meant to be a limit on the 
maximum deficit over the cycle. However, many member states remained 
close to the ceiling even in good times, and it took only a mild downturn to 
generate deficits in excess of the limit. As countries began to challenge the 
Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) in 2003, the credibility of the fiscal rule 
was also put into question. In many cases, establishing independent fiscal 
councils may help to make both the rules and the associated communications 
more credible. Fiscal councils can only be a powerful tool, however, if they 
are given the authority to independently and regularly report their find-
ings to the public.
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Communicating Deeper Reforms to the Structure of the Public 
Finances

Deeper fiscal reforms pose acute communications challenges. Such reforms 
include, for example, reductions in industrial, agricultural, or energy subsi-
dies; reforms in pension or health care systems; and large-scale tax reform. 
Some types of reforms are needed mainly in advanced economies (for exam-
ple, pension or health care reforms), whereas others are more typical in 
emerging market or low-income countries (for example, energy subsidies).4 
These reforms often have a direct impact on people’s lives, so informing them 
about policy changes in advance is a task for the government. The way in 
which reforms are communicated also depends on the scale of their impact 
(entire population vs. specific groups), sequencing, and time horizon. The 
communications issues that arise in deeper fiscal reforms are closely related to 
those in other types of structural reforms (see Box 5).

Although communications are crucial to gaining support for needed reforms 
in all cases, the specific challenges will differ across countries. Advanced econ-
omies will be able to devote greater resources to strategic communications 
campaigns, media are more developed, and public awareness of economic 
policy may be higher. Emerging markets and developing economies may face 
tighter resource constraints, a thinner media, and possibly a public with less 
access to information. Considerable attention has been given to studying the 
experience of communications campaigns by organizations such as Organ-
isation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and World 
Bank. The issues involved are illustrated here for two common types of 
reform: energy subsidies and old-age pensions.

Pension Reform—The Role of Public Information

Reforms to achieve a sustainable public pension system are a high priority in 
many parts of the world, where rising life expectancy and a larger share of 
older people is raising the tax burden on the working age population. Pen-
sion reforms may include an increase in the retirement age, dampening the 
growth of benefits, or a shift from defined benefit to defined contribution 
scheme. The latter may be particularly challenging as empirical studies show 
that people generally do not save enough for retirement unless forced to do 
so (Ghilarducci and James 2018), and as a result many people are financially 
unprepared for old age.5

4The IMF has developed recommendations for priority structural reforms for various groups of coun-
tries (IMF 2015a).

5Larry Fink, CEO of BlackRock recently noted that “For millions, the prospect of a secure retirement is slip-
ping further and further away—especially among workers with less education, whose job security is increasingly 
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A communications campaign can help to raise awareness and educate the 
public about the need to plan and save for retirement, and generally aim to 
improve financial literacy. However, experience shows that this is not easy. 
Sometimes the public at large is not interested in the subject (especially the 
younger generation who see retirement as far off), the policy issues involved 
are complex,6 and the level of financial literacy is often low, especially among 
the most vulnerable groups (OECD 2013). Ongoing educational campaigns 
would be needed to achieve lasting effects, including through schools, which 
can complement (or be coordinated with) the financial literacy campaigns 
increasingly being undertaken by central banks. However, there are limits in 
this field to what such campaigns can achieve—and much depends on the 
policy changes being proposed.

Reform of Energy Subsidies—The Role of Communications Campaigns

Energy subsidies often impose an unsustainable burden on the public 
finances; in many cases they are not targeted at those who need them most, 
and they encourage wasteful use of energy. Even so, reducing or eliminating 
them is difficult and unpopular, because the immediate effect is higher energy 
costs for consumers or businesses. In a number of countries, proposals for 
energy subsidies reform have triggered large-scale protests, and in some cases 
have led to the resignation of the government or reversal of the reform.7

As well as careful implementation and sequencing, a strong communications 
campaign is one of the most important elements of a successful reform of 
energy subsidies, as documented in many studies of the political economy 
of these reforms (World Bank 2012). Surveys show that the public is often 
unaware of the existence of the subsidies and their effects. A key objective of 
communications is to educate the public about the costs of the subsidies, the 
benefits that the reform will bring, and to explain how the most vulnerable 
groups will be protected. In some cases, the public was largely unaware of the 

tenuous. I believe these trends are a major source of the anxiety and polarization that we see across the world 
today” (Fink 2018).

6Retirement savings reform straddles many areas of policy. Possible issues include changes to the tax system 
to encourage retirement savings, arrangements for insuring against longevity risks, making retirement sav-
ings plans portable, measuring and stabilizing the cost of living for the elderly, and consumer protection in 
financial services.

7In Haiti, for example, the government had to announce a plan to eliminate energy subsidies in 2018 
without a prior public information campaign to explain the costs of subsidies for the economy, the benefits the 
reform would bring, and how the most vulnerable would be protected. Protests and riots erupted following the 
announcement, the reform was suspended, and the prime minister resigned.
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Brazil was a pioneer in public participation in the budget process (or participatory 
budgeting), starting in the late 1980s. Over 100 cities have sought public engagement 
in budget decisions. Citizens would meet in a townhall format and elect delegates 
to negotiate the budget. While this process has become well established in local gov-
ernment, the challenges involved in scaling it up to the state level are considerable 
(Schneider and Goldfrank 2002). Various arrangements for public participation in the 
budget process have by now spread throughout Latin America. In many countries, it 
is now required by law to consult civil society organizations on budget priorities. Over 
time, public participation has become a “best practice” in fiscal policy, and organiza-
tions such as OECD and the Global Initiative for Fiscal Transparency are developing 
guidelines and sharing country experiences. The OECD has also developed method-
ologies for the evaluation of practices for public participation in policymaking more 
broadly (OECD 2005).

availability of a social protection program, and an important task of commu-
nications was to ensure that this information reaches its intended audience.8

Even where the public recognizes the inefficiency of energy subsidies, it may 
have little confidence that the government will use the savings from the 
reform wisely. This is especially true in countries with a history of widespread 
corruption, lack of transparency in public policy, and perceived inefficiencies 
in public spending (Clements and others 2013). A particular challenge is that 
countries where energy subsidy reforms are most needed may not have suffi-
cient capacity or resources to mount an effective communications campaign. 
In such cases, a portion of international development aid could be allocated 
to support public communication of the reform.

8In Ukraine, a survey some months after gas tariffs were increased showed that the public was largely unaware 
of the social protection scheme introduced to support the most vulnerable groups, or of the options to reduce 
their gas consumption. Almost 70 percent of respondents thought the resulting energy price increases were 
not justified. The World Bank worked with the government to enhance the communications campaign, which 
helped to raise the enrollment in support programs from 1.25 to 5.5 million households (Worley, Pasquier, and 
Canpolat 2018).

Box 4. Public Participation in the Budgetary Process
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We all know what to do, we just don’t know how to get re-elected 
after we’ve done it.

Jean-Claude Juncker, Prime Minister of Luxemburg and  
Chairman of the Eurogroup, 2007

Structural reforms can produce large medium- and long-term gains in economic wel-
fare, but they can also inflict significant short-term pain; and the distribution of gains 
and losses can also be uneven. The communications challenges are accordingly great.

Structural policies cover a vast domain, including technology and innovation policies, 
labor and product market regulation, financial regulation, infrastructure, privatization, 
and agriculture, often requiring significant changes to laws and regulations. Struc-
tural reforms have long been a central element of the G20’s strategy for achieving 
job-rich growth; with over 1,000 reform commitments in their national growth strat-
egies. Institutions such as the FSB, International Energy Agency (IEA), International 
Labour Organization (ILO), OECD, World Bank, and World Trade Organization 
(WTO) are involved in various areas of structural policy. The IMF’s engagement is 
tailored to the reforms most relevant for countries’ macroeconomic circumstances (IMF 
2016, 2015a,b).

Communications on structural reforms share many attributes with communications on 
deeper fiscal policy reforms and involve building broad and sustained public support for 
reforms. The role of communications has been more studied in some areas (for exam-
ple, privatization) and less so in others (for example, labor or product markets). There is 
still considerable scope for deepening the understanding of the role of communications 
in supporting structural reforms. An OECD study, for example, covered 20 episodes of 
structural reforms. The country case studies suggest that communications were import-
ant to the success of the reforms in many instances. However, owing to the small sam-
ple size, it was not possible to draw strong statistical conclusions (Tompson 2009).

Studies of communications to support privatization show that more successful cam-
paigns were integrated into all stages of the project: (1) defining the key objectives of 
the authorities’ economic reform program, and how the privatization project fits into 
their strategy; (2) going beyond outreach via TV, radio, and newspapers ads to also 
make use of assessments of public satisfaction with privatization, especially in infra-
structure and public services; and (3) assessing the political and social sustainability of 
privatization, using opinion surveys and political analysis. Moreover, enhancing trans-
parency and disclosure can help build trust and moderate opposition, making reforms 
more sustainable socially and politically (Calabrese 2008).

Box 5. Communicating Structural Reforms
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In theory, there is no difference between theory and practice.  
But in practice, there is. 

Attributed to Jan L. A. van de Snepscheut, scientist and educator

Numerous countries have experienced economic crises, which may stem from 
fiscal, financial sector, balance of payments vulnerabilities, or from a com-
bination of factors. Although economic policies will generally aim to avoid 
crises, the risk of a crisis can only be reduced and not eliminated. Knowing 
what to say when a crisis strikes can be just as important as knowing what 
to do. Each crisis is, and will be, different and there are no silver bullets on 
communications. Still, some general good practices on crisis communications 
have emerged. More effective communications, based on an ex-ante protocol 
on who speaks when and about what, can reduce the severity of the crisis and 
allow for a more rapid recovery, thus reducing the overall costs. 

The policy response to a crisis will often involve changes in multiple policies: 
monetary, fiscal, financial, structural. Communications on economic policies 
are likely to intensify during a crisis and its aftermath (Figure 4).

Communications cover each field of policy, drawing on established good 
practices, and also with mutually supportive messages across policy areas.1 A 
coordinated approach to communications can help to maintain confidence 
and reduce the ultimate costs of the crisis (Figure 5). 

1ECB President Mario Draghi has noted that approximately one third of all speeches by various members of 
the ECB Executive Board include a reference to structural reforms: “if we talk often about structural reforms it 
is because we know that our ability to bring about a lasting return of stability and prosperity does not rely only 
on cyclical policies – including monetary policy – but also on structural policies” (Draghi 2015). Some studies 
also show that financial crises have intensified central bank communications on fiscal policies, with a focus on 
the government deficit ratio in the euro area, the United States, and Japan (Allard and others 2013).
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Figure 4. Public Communications on Economic Policies Intensified during the 2008–09 Crisis

1. Financial Crisis

Source: Factiva. The figure shows the number of media reports found for each of the six search phrases.
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Figure 5. Mutually Supportive Messages Across Economic Policy Areas
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Communicating the Assessment of a Crisis

It is often impossible to immediately assess the scale and depth of a crisis as 
it develops. For example, it may not be clear at the outset of a crisis whether 
banks are suffering temporary liquidity shortages or deeper solvency prob-
lems. Public messaging about the likely severity of the crisis needs to hit the 
mark, as mistakes can be destabilizing.

Acknowledging the worst case can sometimes help to restore confidence if 
accompanied by decisive action. In 2008, for example, then U.S. Treasury 
Secretary Paulson publicly recognized that the U.S. banking system might 
be facing major solvency problems, and asked for a staggering $700 billion 
to support bank rescues and restructuring. Ultimately, the amount disbursed 
was less than $450 billion, and most or all of that was recouped through 
repayments and profits made by the Treasury from reselling bank equity 
acquired at a low price. By contrast, underestimating and understating the 
risks may not be helpful.

Restoring Confidence

At times a single well-targeted message can accomplish much. One 
well-known example is ECB President Mario Draghi’s pledge at the height 
of the euro area crisis in 2012 to do “whatever it takes” to preserve the 
Euro. Following this reassurance, market conditions calmed, and financial 
confidence was restored. The experience of Russia in 2014 provides another 
example of how communications can play a crucial role in stabilizing expec-
tations (Box 6).

Visuals are also important. When the financial crisis hit Norway, the govern-
ment and the Norges Bank held a joint press conference to reassure the pub-
lic that they were working together. This was a powerful signal and helped to 
restore confidence, and an illustration of the old adage that a picture can say 
more than a thousand words.

Recovering from Crisis . . .

Communications during the recovery phase, after the crisis has peaked, often 
receive less attention, but are very important. As the banking crisis in Ireland 
unfolded, the government announced a comprehensive bank guarantee in 
September 2008, which prevented a financial collapse but later led to a large 
increase in public debt, as senior bank bondholders had to be protected. In 
addition to decisive policy action, the authorities also owned up to the policy 
mistakes that had led to the crisis (including through the publication in 
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2010 of a detailed report prepared by outside experts (Regling and Watson 
2010), and laid out comprehensive policies for a return to economic growth. 
Although these measures and messages were unpopular, they laid the founda-
tion for a robust economic recovery from 2011 on.

. . . and Preparing for the Next Crisis

Policymakers and their communications staff increasingly see value in devel-
oping know-how in crisis communications: what to say, what not to say, 
and when to communicate. Helpful preparations include (1) considering in 
advance possible messages and press lines for various audiences; (2) including 
a communications component in crisis simulations; and (3) forming a crisis 
response team that includes political, cultural, behavioral, legal, and commu-
nications experts.

Crisis simulation exercises increasingly include a communications compo-
nent. In January 2019, the Nordic-Baltic Stability Group (NBSG)2 held 
its first exercise to gauge how various agencies—central banks, ministries 
of finance, and supervisory and resolution authorities—could collectively 
respond to a financial crisis, in view of the greater interdependence of 
financial institutions in the region (the IMF attended as an observer). The 
Group agreed to “exchange information in case of market turbulence affect-
ing cross-border financial stability in the region and, if deemed appropriate, 
help to coordinate public statements relating to such circumstances” (NBSG 
2018). This exercise enabled the participants to test their crisis communi-
cations and coordination procedures and prepared them to better “think on 
their feet” and speak with one voice in a real crisis.

2Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, and Sweden.
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By late 2014, Russia was suffering from the combined effects of sharply falling oil prices 
and Western sanctions. There was strong downward pressure on the Russian ruble, and 
banks and corporates came under increasing stress.

The authorities quickly put in place a comprehensive package of stabilization measures, 
including capital and liquidity support and a sharp increase in the monetary policy 
rate. To better absorb external shocks and facilitate the adjustment of the balance of 
payments, the Central Bank of Russia also brought forward the planned transition to a 
floating exchange rate and the implementation of full-fledged inflation targeting, based 
on preparations that had been in progress since the 2008–09 crisis.

The central bank was in the lead on communications but benefited from vocal backing 
from the government. Bank of Russia governor Elvira Nabiullina explained how deci-
sive measures helped avoid a deeper crisis. At the same time, she made clear that the 
economy would need to adapt to a “new reality,” underscoring the need for continuing 
adjustment. The central bank also accelerated the restructuring of the banking system, 
by closing more than 400 banks over the next few years.

The central bank has adopted an enhanced communications strategy to reach not only 
markets and experts but also the general public, in order to build a broad support for 
their policies. This combination of strong action and skillful communications helped to 
stabilize the economy and the financial system. These issues were discussed by Governor 
Nabiullina in her Camdessus Lecture at the IMF (Nabiullina 2018) and in an interview 
with Finance & Development (Nabiullina 2019).

Box 6. Russia—Crisis Response and Communications
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Truth is the most valuable thing we have. Let us economize it.
Mark Twain, Following the Equator, 1897

Repeated crises and policy failures have undermined trust in institutions and 
experts and may have contributed to the rise of populist political movements 
in some countries.1 Cross-country polls conducted by the Pew Research Cen-
ter and Edelman, among others, show a long-running and deepening decline 
in trust in institutions in many countries (Figure 6).2 The deeper roots of 
declining trust are not fully understood. The profound effects of the global 
financial crisis, increasing inequality, unkept promises, political polarization, 
the capture of political systems and economic gains by small groups, and a 
lack of sincere attention to the “real economy” needs of the public all seem to 
have contributed. 

Why Trust Is Important

Trust matters for the success of public policies that depend on collaboration 
by the public. A lack of trust in institutions can undermine cooperation and 
compliance by the public with government policies and regulations. Reduced 
consumer and investor trust can affect economic choices. Trust is a key ingre-
dient of economic growth and societal well-being (Figure 7). Empirical evi-

1Addressing the UN General Assembly in September 2018, UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres 
opened the meeting by saying that the world is “suffering from a bad case of Trust Deficit Disorder” and 
“people are losing faith in political establishments, polarization is on the rise and populism is on the march” 
(Guterres 2018).

2Measuring trust has pitfalls, and cross-country comparisons can be difficult. However, the decline in trust is 
by now well-established; and the OECD has developed detailed guidelines for measuring trust (OECD 2017a).
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dence suggests that, in some countries, restoring social trust and confidence 
in government can even have much stronger positive effects on well-being 
than higher per capita incomes (Sachs 2017).

Restoring Trust

There is a growing recognition of the need to restore trust. For example, the 
OECD has initiated a Trust Strategy to provide information and guidance to 
policymakers (OECD 2014). Areas covered include methodologies for mea-
suring trust, along with a citizen-oriented perspective to help restore trust in 
public institutions (OECD 2017a).

Trust (60–100) Neutral (50–59) Distrust (1–49)

Trust (60–100) Neutral (50–59) Distrust (1–49)

Figure 6. Trust in Institutions Has Declined

1. Average Trust in Institutions, General Population, 2019
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2. Average Trust in Institutions, Informed Population, 2019
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Restoring trust is challenging. “Trust is not a thing that one can literally 
build, break, and then rebuild. Policymakers cannot simply approve a policy 
and a budget to rebuild trust in the way they rebuild worn-out infrastruc-
ture” (Duncan 2018). In order to be trusted one needs to be trustworthy. 
While some institutions or policies may be more trustworthy than others, 
a lack of trustworthiness in any policy institution can spill over to others. 
Efforts to restore trust will fail if they are perceived as just another attempt at 
manipulation (or “spin” in communications practice) and may instead end up 
further eroding trust.

Transparency

Greater transparency and disclosure are often the first port of call in restoring 
trust. Publicly available information, easily accessed using new technology, 
can help the public to hold policymakers accountable, which in turn can 
contribute to restoring trust. For example, in fiscal policy, a lack of disclosure 
can undermine accountability and provide opportunities for the misappropri-
ation of public funds. But transparency may also develop dynamics that can 
further erode trust: “when government information is designed to be dis-
closed to the public, its value as information stands in decline and its value as 
an instrument of manipulating the public increases” (Krastev 2018).
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More Direct Public Participation

New communication technologies enable a more participatory approach to 
policymaking. There may be a growing expectation among the public that 
they should be able to provide direct input into policy decisions, and see this 
input reflected in outcomes. There are some positive examples. In the Amer-
ican city of Boston, the local government has deployed a mobile application 
to allow citizens to report infrastructure needing repair, which also sends pic-
tures of the repair to those who made the report (Guay 2017). Encouraging 
participation, like other efforts to restore trust, can be a double-edged sword 
and further undermine trust if the wishes expressed by the broader public are 
ignored, including in favor of powerful special interests.

Opinion Polls

Public opinion polling is another useful tool but can also cut both ways. 
Opinion polls provide constant and almost instant feedback on the views 
of the public. When this information leads policy to better reflect public 
opinion, it can help restore trust. However, incessant polling may encourage 
short-termism among policymakers (Grattan 2018). It may also lead politi-
cians to engage in a “permanent campaign” that distracts them from govern-
ing and from devoting enough time to considering policy decisions (Ornstein 
and Mann 2000). Polls can also be commissioned by special interest groups 
to justify their positions, giving rise to misleading “junk polling.” While 
polling can be a useful tool for economic policy institutions to gauge public 
opinion, its misuse can undermine trust. Digital sentiment analysis offers an 
alternative to polling, including through opinion mining.

Better Communications

Good policies are a prerequisite to restoring trust, but good communications 
are also important. Honesty in communications is fundamental (Box 7). 
Many widespread and entrenched habits in communications have contrib-
uted to a public perception that everything is “spin”: empty phraseology, 
avoiding the issues, appealing to emotion, framing, and not accepting respon-
sibility (Heclo 2008). Work to enable better informed press coverage can also 
help to restore trust and legitimacy, including by providing journalists with 
proper information and context (helping them to better understand the issues 
and report more accurately) and organizational support of communications, 
along with sufficient resources (Liu, Horsley, and Yang 2012).
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The government of the Netherlands has established principles for public communica-
tions that may help to restore trust. A stated aim is to ensure that the public has broad 
trust in official statements and other central government communications. Among 
other things, communications must be focused on the content of policy, not on 
image-building for individual members of government, nor should government commu-
nications be used for party politics. All government communications need to be recog-
nizable as such, and be factual, straightforward, and accurate. Participation by the public 
should be explained in advance, including the way in which public inputs are expected 
to be used. Citizen questions and complaints can be transmitted through the channel of 
the citizen’s choosing and require a swift and appropriate official response.

Source: Government of the Netherlands, The Principles of Government Communications, 2017.

Box 7. Principles for Public Communications in the Netherlands
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 . . . one of the signs of a healthy civilization is the existence of a relatively clear 
language in which everyone can participate in their own way. The sign of a sick 

civilization is the growth of an obscure, closed language that seeks to  
prevent communication.

John Ralston Saul, The Unconscious Civilization, 1995

To address the challenges of the new information environment, economic 
policy institutions will need to continue strengthening their communications 
capacity. A contemporary full-fledged communications unit needs to engage 
with various audiences, with different degrees of sophistication, using mul-
tiple channels and a variety of formats.1 Practice also shows that to be more 
effective and strategic, communications need to be increasingly integrated 
with operations, drawing on an in-depth understanding of policies and 
their future path.

Simpler language is key for reaching a broader audience. Some areas of 
economic policy are seeing an increasing complexity of language, includ-
ing through newly created jargon and acronyms, which may not always be 
justified by the intrinsic complexity of the policy issues, and may not be 
comprehensible even to informed readers who are not specialists in the field. 
This creates a barrier to an open public debate. One objective is to find ways 
to simplify language—without changing the meaning—to facilitate a better 
understanding of policies across a range of audiences.2

Communications will need to be more innovative, harnessing new technol-
ogies and techniques, while being guided by ethics. Success will to a large 

1Such as social media, blogs, videos, and podcasts, in addition press conferences, interviews, and speeches.
2Andy Haldane of the Bank of England has suggested that the main monetary policy messages for the general 

public should be drafted by the members of the Monetary Policy Committee (Haldane 2017a).
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extent depend on the understanding of the how and why of communica-
tions, the ability to deliver tiered3 and relatable messages, and make use of 
behavioral insights drawn from psychology and cognitive and social science 
(OECD 2017b)—while being mindful of the need to raise standards for 
integrity and trustworthiness. Indeed, techniques that are coming into wide-
spread use (see below) have ethical implications (Barnett and Mahony 2011), 
and need to be applied in an ethical manner.

 • Tiering (or layering) of messages applies both to content and to chan-
nels� Tiering by content means that the same core message is provided at 
two or three levels of technicality (Figure 8). Recipients would then be able 
to choose the format that is most meaningful to them. Tiering by channels 
means that the same message is adapted to and sent via print, television, 
radio, video, online, and social media to reach all tiers of recipients (some-
times referred to as channel declination).

 • Audience segmentation� Different audience groups have different charac-
teristics, and they influence the extent to which people pay attention to, 
understand, and act on different messages. Some types of audience segmen-
tation are necessary and indeed unavoidable (such as communicating in 
different languages).

 • More relatable messages� It is vital to make messages relatable, adapting 
the content to the interests of the audiences they are trying to reach.4 The 
average consumer, for example, may be interested mainly in the purchasing 

3The Reserve Bank of New Zealand, for example, publishes the monetary policy statement in pictures.
4On the concept of relatability, see Bank of England’s paper on Enhancing Central Bank Communications 

with Behavioural Insights. A key finding was that relatability improved public understanding compared to the 
traditional Monetary Policy Summary.

Figure 8. Communications Tiered by Content and Channels

Source: IMF staff. 
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power of his personal earnings and savings, and wants to be reassured that 
the central bank is keeping inflation low. Finance professionals will want to 
know how the central bank arrived at its decision, in order to cross-check 
this information with their own analysis and projections of interest rates, 
inflation, and economic outlook.

 • An analytical capacity to conduct deeper impact assessments is also 
important� For communications focusing on economic policies, it is 
important to understand whether policy messages had traction with the 
targeted audiences, and whether the messages were believed and trusted. 
Quantitative and qualitative analysis, including opinion surveys, can 
help to inform communications strategy and practice, and adjust alloca-
tion of resources. 

More international sharing of experiences in economic policy communica-
tions would be beneficial. International professional associations of com-
municators, conferences, and workshops organized to learn about other 
institutions’ and countries’ innovative ideas and experiences can support 
faster progress in capacity building and adopting up-to-date communica-
tions practices.5 International organizations have been involved in support-
ing capacity building in communications and continue to contribute to 
these efforts.6

5One example is the ECB conference on Communications: Challenges for Policy Effectiveness, Accountabil-
ity and Reputation, held in 2017.

6For example, joint work by the IMF, Norges Bank, and the Bank of Mozambique to strengthen Bank of 
Mozambique’s financial stability communications.
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 . . . perché sempre una mutazione lascia lo addentellato per la  
edificazione dell’altra

( . . . for one change always leaves a dovetail into which another will fit)
Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, Chapter II, 1532

The frontier is open, with new communications challenges continuing to 
emerge in all fields of economic policy. Increasingly, across all economic pol-
icy areas and political systems, communications need to reach and convince a 
broader audience, and be able to quickly counteract misinformation.

Approaches to economic policy communications differ across areas of policy, 
and across countries—there are no one-size-fits-all solutions. In some areas, 
communications are already an integral part of a well-established policy 
framework (inflation targeting). In others, the policy frameworks are still 
developing and so are communications (financial stability); and, in some 
areas, communications blend into politics (fiscal and structural policies). 
There is room for each area of policy to draw on experiences in the others. A 
country’s history and traditions have a profound influence on how economic 
policies are communicated, as so does the quality of economic media.

Even so, the design of communications can always take place within a com-
mon framework covering objectives, communicators, messages, audiences, 
channels and formats, and impact assessments. This framework is likely to 
remain valid and provides a sound basis for developing more effective com-
munications strategies, tactics, activities, and products. It can be used across 
many economic policy areas and countries.

Maintaining or restoring trust will likely be one of the central challenges 
for communications in coming years. Progress in this area will require not 
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just sound economic policies, but also adherence to good communications 
principles such as transparency, clarity, consistency, precision, and timeliness. 
Principled and honest communications can help build and maintain confi-
dence in policies at any stage: when the policy framework is being developed 
or modified, when new initiatives or reforms are envisaged, and when policy 
is being implemented.

The rise of digital and social media has fundamentally altered the landscape, 
and the communications toolkit will continue to adapt to these ongoing 
changes. The understanding of the hows and whys of communications is likely 
to continue to deepen in coming years. Finding innovative solutions, better 
addressing key audiences, and applying new techniques are likely to become 
defining factors for success.

International sharing of experiences will continue to be beneficial. Change 
will be the only constant in strengthening institutional communications 
capacity, and the experience of other countries and institutions can provide 
valuable insights.

Building understanding of policy is, in itself, fundamental to policy effec-
tiveness. So, the point is not communications for its own sake but for policy 
efficacy. There is no going back.
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