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1 INTRODUCTION

Trust is essential for democracies, for it enhances the legitimacy of governments
by linking citizens, their institutions and politicians (Godefroidt, Langer and
Meuleman, 2017). Besides, trust is considered a solution to many current social
problems, including the lack of confidence stemming from the crisis in democratic
governance (Choi and Woo, 2016).

An appropriate level of confidence in institutions is essential for democratic
governance (Yang and Holzer, 2006). In addition, public trust in the government
is not only important for citizens, but also for public officials, since it is essential
that they receive the necessary support for implementation of public policies
(Gordon, 2000).

2 EVOLUTION OF GOVERNMENT TRUST

Although trust is considered one of the critical components of good governance
(Wu, Ma and Yu, 2017), public trust in governments has decreased significantly in
recent decades (Gordon, 2000; Park et al., 2015; Welch, Hinnant and Moon,
2005). According to Bouckaert and van de Walle (2003), on the one hand, politi-
cians, journalists and citizens show concern about the decrease in confidence in
the government. On the other, this lack of confidence lessens the legitimacy of
governments and makes it complicated for citizens to agree with public policies,
which becomes a major problem when these policies mean unpopular measures in
times of crisis. This concern has to do with the diminution of social and political
trust, the confidence of citizens in their political leaders, in governmental institu-
tions and beliefs in democratic norms and values (Choi and Woo, 2016).

3 TRANSPARENCY AND TRUST

The literature shows that transparency increases the degree of trust (Park and
Blenkinsopp, 2011). Transparency is the most powerful solution, the cornerstone
of one of the most intangible problems of democratic governance: the increasing
distrust of citizens towards the government.

Zhao and Hu (2017) define transparency as a strategic responsibility, essential to
enhance trust in relationships (Wasike, 2016; Song and Lee, 2016; Bauhr and
Grimes, 2014). In addition, transparency creates a climate of trust among people
and encourages them to believe more in governments, fostering an environment of
openness that allows citizens to control institutions and participate in decision-
making. Thus, trust is essential in the ability to implement, for example, participa-
tive budgets, in which taxpayers may decide the way their resources are used to
increase the general welfare.

For some academics, political distrust is not a consequence of weak government,
but rather, it is the matter of a better-informed public trusting government more
(Cook, Jacobs and Kim, 2010), since citizens will understand more clearly how
local government policies contribute to public welfare (Porumbescu, 2015).



Accordingly, disseminating information about government activities is crucial to
increasing public confidence. As will be indicated later, this information must be
the leverage that makes people hold their incumbents accountable. This transpar-
ency must have a real impact on how citizens assess their politicians’ performance,
so that democracy is strengthened.

Beyond these effects of transparency on trust, some authors such as Buchn,
Dell’Anno and Schneider (2017), consider that the lack of transparency impacts
on the loss of confidence, which in turn triggers fiscal illusion. Fiscal illusion is
connected with transparency through the agency theory, which posits that politi-
cians (agents) may not always work to increase citizens’ (principals’) welfare, but
sometimes the former may seek to achieve their own targets, regardless of citi-
zens’ needs. Thus, the agency theory shows that higher levels of information
reduce information asymmetries, which in turn limits potential conflicts of interest
between principals and agents and increases confidence in politicians.

4 EFFECTIVE TRANSPARENCY AS THE KEY FOR GOVERNMENT TRUST
According to all the arguments stated earlier in this short note, it is not how many
technical documents are made available to citizens, but how the data are conveyed
so that people get the key, relevant information (it is about “quality” rather than
“quantity” of transparency). Accordingly, transparency, to be effective, should
meet three basic requirements:

— Transparency should report relevant information, and not contribute to data

overload with documents that are too technical.
— Transparency should be based on unbiased, fair information.
— Data should be objective and comparable with counterparts.

Finally, if we address only the transparency issue, we will inevitably be fixing
only the “supply” side of the system. Citizens, the “demand” side, should be
trained to hold their politicians accountable in accordance with the transparent
data disclosed. Otherwise, transparency is to no avail. If they trigger no citizen or
taxpayer response, the huge amounts of data remain sterile, with nobody under-
standing or making practical use of the information released.
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