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Abstract

Th is article exposes contemporary approaches to transparency and trust. It explores 
the links between the two concepts in 10 countries between 2007 and 2014, using 
open-data indexes and access-to-information requests as proxies for transparency. 
So far, most studies have focused on conceptual models, specifi c aspects of trans-
parency in particular case studies or have compared legal frameworks from dif-
ferent countries. Here, data about citizens’ requests to get access to administrative 
documents have been gathered. Th is dataset, combined with existing indexes on 
open data and government, has enabled us to establish a national ranking, particu-
larly useful in a comparative perspective. Data about trust have been collected from 
reports published by international organisations. Key fi ndings prove that there is no 
sharp decline of trust in government in all countries considered in this article. Th ey 
also tend to show that transparency and trust in government are not systematically 
positively associated. Th erefore, this article challenges the common assumption, 
mostly found in the normative literature, about a positive interrelation between the 
two, where trust in government is conceived as a benefi cial eff ect of administrative 
transparency. Finally, it suggests that mis(trust) may be considered a key driver of 
transparency and would as such call for more transparency from public bodies.

Keywords
Transparency, freedom of information, open data, trust in government, public ad-
ministration

1. Introduction

Th e link between transparency and ethics seems rather straightforward: as organ-
isations are held accountable and citizens have access to information, which may 
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directly aff ect their lives, transparency enhances the ethical nature of public institu-
tions (Rawlins 2009). In this sense, the exposure of public actions is supposed to 
eliminate the problem of moral hazard (Stasavage 2003). Based on fi rst refl ections 
developed by famous philosophers of the 18th century, such as Rousseau, Kant and 
Bentham, transparency is conceived as a fundamental right and a moral imperative 
for citizens to get access to information detained by the authorities. Following Ben-
tham’s idea of the Public Opinion Tribunal (see Bozzo-Rey 2011), Sullivan (1965, 
428) affi  rms that “each person has a right to true information in matters which 
aff ect him [and] has a right to participate in decisions which aff ect him.” Th ere-
fore, the moral essence of transparency lies in the fact that citizens have a right to 
information, which in turn allows them to evaluate the relevance of the processes 
and the decisions made by public organisations. Th e European Commission fully 
agrees with this idea, as highlighted by its transparency portal, which is designed to 
help citizens to “be better informed and better prepared to follow and participate in 
the EU decision-making process, to enjoy [their] rights and to play [their] role as a 
European citizen to the full.”1

Trust in government is also increasingly seen as a key component of democ-
racy. In this sense, contemporary literature assumes that any government needs citi-
zens’ trust if it is to work well (Hardin 1999). As a result, institutions have focused 
more and more on the levels of citizens’ trust in government. In the United States, 
polls about public trust in government date back to 1958, while European surveys 
have emerged more recently. In both cases, the preoccupation is driven by the same 
factors: electoral considerations and satisfaction with the government, but also the 
confi dence of investors and consumers and the success of governmental policies 
which require cooperation and compliance from the citizens.2 As there is a growing 
feeling of decline of trust in the public sector (Van de Walle et al. 2008), this article 
addresses the level of trust in government in 10 countries for the period 2007 – 2014.

If transparency has mainly been conceived as a moral imperative for demo-
cratic institutions towards their citizens, organisations themselves have also come 
to realise that transparency leads to solid bottom-line benefi ts in terms of reputa-
tion, possibly gaining more trust on the people’s side. Starting from this assump-
tion, transparency and trust have been associated positively by many governments, 
as exemplifi ed by Obama’s memorandum on transparency and open government, 
in which he insists on working together for implementing a system of openness 
and ensuring public trust.3 In the United Kingdom (UK), the governmental website 
dedicates a page to transparency issues, saying that it is necessary to strengthen 

1 Available at http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/index_en.htm (last accessed 15 January 2016).

2 Available at http://www.oecd.org/gov/trust-in-government.htm (last accessed 12 January 
2016).

3 Available at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_offi ce/TransparencyandOpenGovernment 
(last accessed 18 January 2016).
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people’s trust in government.4 Th e OECD promotes transparency as a remedy for 
trust, correlating positively both concepts with economic growth.5 Nevertheless, ac-
cording to the academic literature, this optimistic view is not empirically proven 
and remains mostly normative.

Th is article seeks to go beyond this normative view. Using secondary data, it 
explores the association between transparency and trust in government. Two main 
questions arise: fi rst of all, as advocated by the OECD, does greater transparency 
lead to greater trust ? In other words, does transparency work as a driver to gener-
ate more citizen trust in their authorities ? And secondly, did transparency initially 
emerge as a remedy for the lack of trust in government ? Do low levels of govern-
ment trustworthiness call for an ex-post mechanism of control and transparency ?

Details about the defi nitions of transparency and trust will fi rst be provided, 
focusing on their multi-faceted characteristics, as well as their use in multiple fi elds, 
including philosophy, political science, psychology, economy and law. Secondly, the 
relationship between the two concepts will be investigated in light of current re-
search on the topic. Several studies have already suggested a paradoxical relation: 
on the one hand, transparency reduces the asymmetry of information and might 
increase trust in government. On the other hand, the lack of knowledge, result-
ing from such an asymmetry, is precisely the reason why citizens put their trust 
(including a part of faith) in their representatives. Using open-data indexes and 
access-to-information requests as proxies for transparency, the article investigates 
the relationship between disclosure of information, implications for the citizens and 
their level of trust.

2. Transparency

Just like many other notions in Public Administration research, transparency is 
a multifaceted concept, considered by some prominent scholars to be more oft en 
invoked than defi ned, and more oft en preached than practised (Heald and Hood 
2006). In other words, it can have diverse meanings according to the context and 
the exact wording of its defi nition. It is also made up of diff erent dimensions, which 
depend upon the type of transparency addressed. Th is preliminary remark is neces-
sary, as we will focus on two specifi c forms of transparency and embrace a particu-
lar approach accordingly.

First of all, being transparent is mostly defi ned as being visible. Transpar-
ency is frequently opposed to opacity and secrecy, a position already defended by 
philosophers of the 18th century, mainly as a reaction against political absolutism, 

4 Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/topics/government-effi ciency-transparency-and-
accountability (last accessed 20 December 2015).

5 Available at http://www.oecd.org/governance/transparencytrustandgrowth.htm (last accessed 
12 January 2016).
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which prevailed at the time (Hood 2006). Th e debate about the integrity of the state 
and the fi ght against conspiracy is still vivid nowadays, and administrative secrecy 
remains a key issue in contemporary governance. Transparency is oft en linked with 
accountability, in the sense that secrecy prevents any administration from disclos-
ing information, therefore making it unaccountable to the general public because 
information and actions are deliberately hidden (Florini 1998). In a normative per-
spective, transparency is then considered a desirable good. Th e proactive disclosure 
of information by the government is labelled “active transparency” (Meijer et al. 
2012). It involves all forms of deliberate communication about government deci-
sions and activities, including press statements, information published on websites, 
brochures, offi  cial journals, etc. However, this broad defi nition is still insuffi  cient, 
since “disclosure, alone, can defeat the purpose of transparency. It can obfuscate, 
rather than enlighten” (Rawlins 2009, 74). Th is last remark is in line with a recurrent 
critique of administrative transparency: the overload of information may turn the 
desirable goal of availability into a nightmare for the recipients of that information 
(Brin 1998; Curtin and Meijer 2006). Th erefore, one should also pay attention to 
other types of transparency.

Secondly, freedom of information has increasingly been perceived as a funda-
mental human right. Th e idea was inscribed in the United Nations Charter in 1948, 
positively associated with peaceful coexistence and democracy, but was more re-
lated to the right to seek and pass on information. Regarding access to documents, 
a recommendation on access to documents was passed by the Council of Europe in 
1981 (Birkinshaw 2006). At the country level, Sweden had already adopted a leg-
islation on the matter in 1766, in parallel to the transition from Swedish absolutist 
to liberal bourgeois rule (Erkkilä 2012). Finland enacted a transparency legislation 
in 1951, followed by the Freedom of Information (FOI) law in the United States in 
1966. Access-to-information (ATI)6 legislation gained popularity and even gained 
ground in 100 countries (McIntosh 2014). It allows citizens to submit requests to 
the administration in order to have access to documents, following procedures spe-
cifi c to each country. Th is kind of transparency is called “passive”, as information is 
not proactively released by the authorities. Nevertheless, the idea of counteracting 
secrecy remains essential on the citizens’ side. According to Pasquier and Ville-
neuve (2007, 149), documentary transparency enables “the public [to have] a legally 
guaranteed right of access to information held by the government, the main objec-
tive being to force public authorities to disclose what they would rather keep secret.”

Two general types of transparency can be distinguished, which take three diff erent 
forms (Meijer et al. 2012):

6 In this article, FOI refers to specifi c laws, because numerous countries use this designation. ATI 
refers to legislation in general, but both terms describe the same phenomenon: citizens can 
submit requests to obtain information about governmental actions and decisions with certain 
limitations, varying from country to country.
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1) Active release (disclosure on a proactive and voluntary basis);
2) Or passive release (via requests submitted by citizens, using for instance ATI 

legislation).

Both kinds of transparency are intentional in their objective to give citizens 
information about the workings of government. Th ere is also a third way to increase 
transparency. It involves the unintentional access to government information: this 
kind of transparency refers to leaking and whistleblowing acts. It is considered by 
the authors as forced access to information, since disclosure of this type is mostly 
provoked by individuals and not controlled by the government.

In this article, forced transparency is not addressed, because its impact is rath-
er diff use and cannot be clearly measured. Moreover, it does not belong to the clas-
sic institutional relationship between the administration and the citizens, and is not 
mentioned in most studies about the eff ects of government transparency. Several 
studies also consider open meetings as a form of access to information, but they im-
ply eff ective participation by the citizens, and in rather small numbers. According 
to Meijer et al. (2012), open access to decision-making arenas represents another 
dimension of open government, called voice (or participation), which can at times 
be an appropriate complement to vision (or transparency).

Our perspective focuses on the institutional relationship between the govern-
ment and its citizens, in which the latter have the legal right to submit requests 
to get access to administrative documents. At the same time, a certain amount of 
information is also proactively disclosed by the authorities, with diff erent levels of 
accessibility, as shown by the rankings presented below. Th is approach concentrates 
on the public bodies’ perspective. However, it enables researchers to build their 
analysis on existing data and study how transparency and trust are associated.

3. Trust

So far, trust has mainly been addressed as a psychosocial aspect. Studied in diverse 
scientifi c fi elds (human sciences, philosophy, psychology, management, etc.), it is 
usually considered to have a positive impact on social relations (Giddens 1984). In 
spite of the consensus about benefi cial eff ects of trust, there is no commonly agreed 
defi nition. In this respect, Blomqvist (1997, 271) affi  rms that “there is still a good 
deal of conceptual confusion [and] there has been no real conceptual development 
regarding trust, although, in some studies a defi nition of trust is given and in oth-
ers merely implied.” Before going deeper into the analysis of the data, a conceptual 
clarifi cation should be made about trustworthiness, trust and confi dence. Trust-
worthiness, like trust, is in essence relational, but in a more limited sense. It does 
not need any call for trust and rests upon the assurance of potential trusters that 
they will not be betrayed by the trusted party (Levi and Stoker 2000). Trust diff ers 
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from trustworthiness in the sense that it refers to a judgment which refl ects beliefs 
about the trustworthiness of the government. Confi dence also diff ers from trust, as 
developed in a report from Adams (2005). Th ough oft en used interchangeably with 
trust, confi dence is more oft en linked with reason and facts, while trust partially 
involves faith (Shaw 1997).

Research has focused on ties between individuals (interpersonal trust) and 
relationships between them, while studies connecting public administration to trust 
have remained rather rare (Bouckaert 2012; Edelenbos and Klijn 2007). Recently, 
there has been a growing interest in trust between public authorities and stake-
holders in charge of carrying out public tasks, due to the new organisational forms 
observed and the limits of coordination mechanisms between these actors (Fivat 
and Pasquier 2014). It involves a bilateral kind of trust (inter partes), which would 
bolster cooperation. However, research on trust and institutions has traditionally 
been centred on relationships between an organisation and the citizens (Bouckaert 
and Van de Walle 2003; Carter and Bélanger 2005; Hardin 2013). In this perspec-
tive, trust is unilateral, because it is exclusively regarded from the citizens’ side and 
directed towards public institutions. As direct relations between the citizens and 
institutions oft en remain sporadic, there is no need to consider a reciprocal, inter-
partes relationship between the two. Moreover, if trust has mainly been thought of 
as a relation between the citizens and public entities, it may also be possible to raise 
the issue of institutional trust (Zucker 1986). In this sense, citizens can have trust 
in principles emanating from institutions which ensure social interactions, such as 
trust in justice.

As mentioned above, the defi nition of trust still depends on the context, the 
type of relationship and the dimensions considered in the study. Th e same issue 
arises with the measurement of the citizens’ level of trust in government. According 
to Fivat and Pasquier (2014), dimensions used to conceptualise inter-organisational 
trust could also be used to measure citizens’ trust in government. Following pre-
liminary work from Sako and Helper (1998), trust is based on expectations and 
divided into three dimensions:
1. Competence (is the other party capable of doing what they say they will do ?);
2. Contractual (will the other party carry out their contractual agreement ?);
3. Good-will (will the other party make an open-ended commitment to take initia-

tives for mutual benefi t while refraining from unfair advantage taking ?).

Th ese dimensions are considered by Sako and Helper (1998) to be three dif-
ferent types of trust, because they refer to diverse expectations. However, other 
approaches distinguish trust from perceived trustworthiness, focusing on specifi c 
factors, including ability, benevolence and integrity (Mayer et al. 1995), or other 
dimensions such as reliability, predictability and fairness (Zaheer et al. 1998). Most 
institutions (e.g. the European Union) do not take all these dimensions into account 
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and usually only ask citizens about their general level of trust in government.7 In 
spite of this lack of precision, this article does use such data from supranational 
institutions, because it is the only way to be able to compare the evolution of levels 
of trust with transparency in the countries covered in this study.

4. Linking the two concepts

In the normative literature, trust is usually seen as a benefi cial eff ect of transparen-
cy, sometimes assuming that both concepts mutually reinforce each other (Brown 
et al. 2014). Many FOI laws fi nd their legitimacy in the expected increase of trust, as 
is the case in Switzerland: “the principle of freedom of information … contributes 
to keeping the public informed by allowing all citizens access to offi  cial documents, 
thereby increasing confi dence in the state and authorities.”8 In the European Union 
(EU), the link between transparency and trust has been formally established in the 
adoption process of the Maastricht Treaty (Lenaerts 2004). On this occasion, it has 
been said that “the Conference considers that transparency of the decision-making 
process strengthens the democratic nature of the institutions and the public’s con-
fi dence in the administration.”9 Th erefore, the desire to increase trust in govern-
ment has been a key driver for implementing documentary transparency (Worthy 
2010). Th is assumption is underpinned by the idea that information asymmetry 
between the state and the citizens must be reduced to empower the citizens. With 
more information available, the latter will be able to better evaluate the institutions 
and make more informed decisions about policy choices. However, understanding 
seems to be at least as important as availability of information, because less under-
standing may lead to less trust (Strathern 2000).

According to Zand (1971), trust is not an emotion or a global feeling, but 
rather the regulation of one’s dependence on another, in a relational perspective. It 
is necessary since trust rests on an incomplete exchange of information (Blomqvist 
1997). Th is remark makes a study between transparency and trust relevant. Indeed, 
if one has trust in a particular organisation or system because of a lack of knowl-
edge, resulting from the asymmetry of information, what happens if greater trans-
parency reduces the gap ? According to Hardin (2013), current low levels of govern-
ment trustworthiness in the citizens’ perceptions are the direct consequence of this 
lack of knowledge. However, as mentioned by Möllering (2013, 54), “the reason 
Hardin gives for why citizens should be unable to trust government is exactly the 
reason why they have a need to trust government: their lack of knowledge.” Th e 

7 See for instance Standard Eurobarometer 80 (2013). Available at http://ec.europa.eu/public_
opinion/archives/eb/eb80/eb80_fi rst_en.pdf (last accessed 13 January 2016).

8 Available at http://www.edoeb.admin.ch/oeffentlichkeitsprinzip/00887/00888/index.
html?lang=en (last accessed 4 January 2016).

9 All details about the Conference and the annexes to the Maastricht Treaty are available at http://
aei.pitt.edu/2944/1/2944.pdf (last accessed 17 November 2015).
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debate between the two authors suggests that transparency and trust do not have a 
linear relation and that a degree of uncertainty is necessary for trust to exist. One 
could therefore suppose that full secrecy would lead to mistrust, while full transpar-
ency would create a situation of constant distrust, but such hypotheses remain to 
be shown empirically. Moreover, this debate leads to two main questions (Fivat and 
Pasquier 2014):
1. Does greater transparency lead to greater trust ? In other words, does more in-

formation disclosed by the state increase government trustworthiness and citi-
zens’ trust in government ?

2. Did transparency emerge as a remedy for the lack of trust in government ? Is 
it working as an ex-post mechanism of control, because of initial low levels of 
government trustworthiness ?

Th is article will address the two questions, using data from the European ba-
rometers for EU member states and OECD for other countries, as there is no stan-
dardised dataset for all countries.

5. Methods

Methodologically, transparency is considered here both in its active and passive 
forms. In this sense, data about government openness (proactive disclosure of in-
formation to the public) are combined with requests submitted by citizens to access 
offi  cial documents held by the administration (through FOI laws). Passive access to 
information is an essential part of transparency, since governments do not release 
every document on a voluntary basis, and in spite of the development of ATI legisla-
tion, secrecy remains a common practice within administrations (Pasquier and Vil-
leneuve 2007). Although this new right is hardly used in several countries, we argue 
that the existence and usage of FOI laws contributes to creating a more transparent 
environment, and this dimension should therefore be included in any measure of 
transparency. Countries considered in this study keep a public record of the num-
ber of requests submitted to the administration at the national level and make them 
available on specifi c websites dedicated to ATI. Th e list includes the United States 
(US), Australia, Canada, Mexico, the UK, Ireland, New Zealand, India, Switzerland 
and Germany. A fi rst and partial study on such data has been conducted by Holsen 
(2012), but the author takes fewer states into account than is done here and does 
not allow for a comparison of the number of requests for the period 2007 – 2014, 
as is done here. Regarding active transparency, data published by the OECD focus 
on government openness, taking into consideration the chief information offi  cers, 
while civil-society organisations turn their attention to open data (about, e.g., na-
tional statistics, government budget, legislation) from a user’s perspective. Th is is 
especially the case for the Global Open Data (GOD) Index, which will be consid-
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ered in our study.10 Transparency as measured here results in a national ranking of 
the selected countries. States are ranked according to their relative score in all three 
categories (the number of ATI requests submitted, the OECD ranking on open gov-
ernment data and the GOD index).

With regard to levels of trust in government, data about the countries men-
tioned above come from two datasets: Eurobarometers and the OECD. Th e latter is 
based on the Gallup World Poll, which provides data on a yearly basis. Th e reports 
published by the OECD present the evolution of trust in government between 2007 
and 2014. However, data about government openness are not available for this pe-
riod. To test the association between transparency and trust in government, data 
about trust in government in 2014 have been combined with our national ranking 
of transparency.

6. Access-to-information requests

Th is section is based on a study carried out by Pasquier and Holsen (2009). Ac-
cording to them, the current praise for ATI legislation results from a global cam-
paign from journalists, civil-society groups and international non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs). A “transparency revolution” has been growing in the last 
few decades because of two main motivations: the increase of the public bodies’ 
accountability towards their citizens (possibly generating greater trust in govern-
ment) and the empowerment of the citizens, who make better informed decisions 
(and possibly participate more in the political process).

Even though ATI legislation varies in the diff erent countries that have adopted 
such legislation, and processes can take diverse forms, the main objectives are oft en 
similar. Governments claim that the public can obtain information and use it to 
verify that they work in the citizens’ interests. From a philosophical point of view, 
Bentham directly connects secrecy with conspiracy and thus affi  rms that public of-
fi cials will be less tempted to misuse power because of external monitoring (Hood 
2006). Despite such support, coming from both the governments and the citizens, 
one can note that, in some countries, there has been relatively low usage of the new 
legislative instruments so far. Although the capacity to obtain more information 
about government through legal processes intuitively implies more transparency, 
two limitations remain: fi rstly, ATI requests are mainly submitted by journalists, 
lawyers, and interest groups in certain countries. Secondly, the lack of interest or 
complex procedures have led to the low usage of ATI mentioned just above. Conse-
quently, greater access to governmental and administrative information may create 
a more transparent environment, but a real increase of transparency would prob-
ably involve more citizen participation. Table 1 shows how requests have evolved 
over the last few years.

10 Available at http://index.okfn.org/place/ (last accessed 14 January 2016).
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Table 1
Evolution of the number of ATI requests (per 1000 inhabitants), 2007 – 2014

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

US N / A** 1.99 1.68 1.93 2.07 2.07 2.23 2.24

Australia 1.83 1.35 1.26 0.97 1.05 1.08 1.07 1.21

Canada* 0.88 0.95 1.01 1.03 1.21 1.24 1.57 1.69

Mexico 0.84 0.92 1.01 1.03 1.02 1.07 1.19 1.20

UK 0.54 0.57 0.65 0.70 0.75 0.78 0.81 0.73

Ireland 0.24 0.37 0.42 0.41 0.33 0.48 0.38 0.43

New 
Zealand 0.19 0.21 0.19 0.21 0.23 0.28 0.53 0.27

India 0.15 0.22 0.27 0.43 0.33 0.50 0.63 0.64

Switzerland 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.07

Germany 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.08 0.06 0.11

* In Canada and India, requests are based on the fi scal year, running from 1 April to 31 March; 
in the United States, fi scal year runs from 1 October to 30 September; in New Zealand and 
Australia from 1 July to 30 June. All other collected data are calendar-year based.

** Th ere is no data for the US in 2007, because new reporting requirements were introduced 
in 2008, limiting FOIA annual reports only to access requests that involve use of the FOIA. 
In 2007, the absolute number of requests reported peaked at 21,758,651 (72.24 per 1000 
inhabitants).

Th e number of ATI requests depicted above excludes requests made by 
phone, email, etc. and those submitted at sub-national levels, using for instance ATI 
state / cantonal laws in federal states. A typical example can be found in Switzerland, 
where cantons have adopted transparency laws at diff erent times. Bern was the fi rst 
to legislate on the matter (the law was adopted in 1995), then followed by 14 cantons 
between 2001 and 2011 (Meilland 2013). A transparency law at the federal level 
(Ltrans) was voted on in 2004 and enforced two years later. In some decentralised 
states, ATI legislation exists at sub-national levels and could give another picture of 
passive transparency.

A brief analysis of the data shows that there has been a global increase of re-
quests submitted in all countries considered in this article, but at a diff erent rate. 
Th e only exception is Australia, where the number of requests was higher in 2007 
compared to 2014, though it has been increasing again since 2011. In some coun-
tries, there is a constant increase for the whole period 2007 – 2014, whereas others 
have witnessed a more or less slight decrease in the last 2 – 3 years. For instance, 
requests submitted in New Zealand almost doubled between 2012 and 2013, but 
the administration received almost the same amount in 2014 as in 2012. In the UK, 
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there were 5,000 requests less in 2014 compared to the year before, while until then 
the amount of requests had been constantly growing since 2007.

Explanations about the usage of ATI vary according to the context. Institu-
tional and historical factors, together with timing issues, may help to better un-
derstand why citizens have welcomed and used ATI legislation in diverse ways. 
In Switzerland, the recent character of the law leads to a poor level of publicity 
and knowledge and does not attract much interest in the population (Pasquier and 
Holsen 2009). Moreover, the Swiss political system of “concordance” (consensus 
system) and semi-direct democracy, including referendum and popular-initiative 
rights, provides citizens with other avenues to information. Th e consultative system 
and “militia” politics (deputies are not professional politicians and keep a profes-
sional activity) are also important factors. Th is unique feature of the Swiss system 
has an impact on citizens, especially journalists, who mainly use the Ltrans for pro-
fessional purposes: they seem to use it less frequently than their British fellows, who 
have additionally been trained to do so (Pasquier and Holsen 2009). Legislation in 
Switzerland does not allow citizens to have access to documents completed before 
the enforcement of the law, while a retrospective law is in place in other jurisdic-
tions, such as the UK, Australia and Scotland. On a more practical level, individuals 
have sometimes experienced diffi  culties fi ling a request or have complained about 
defi cient instructions, in particular in the Indian countryside (Roberts 2010). Some 
hypotheses have been explored theoretically about ATI requests in some countries, 
especially Switzerland and the UK (Pasquier 2009; Worthy 2010), but a systematic 
study on the matter is still missing (Hazell et al. 2009; Holsen 2012; Roberts 2010).

7. Levels of trust in government

In this article, the concept of trust is used, as the term includes asymmetry of in-
formation. In the absence of total disclosure of information, it seems impossible to 
reach a full understanding of facts. As a result, a part of faith must be placed by citi-
zens in governmental decisions and actions. Moreover, the notion of trust is mostly 
used in the datasets considered for our study. In the case of Gallup polls and their 
use by the OECD, trust and confi dence are mixed up, as trust is measured through 
a rate of confi dence in government.
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Table 2
Evolution of trust in government, 2007 – 2014 (in %)

2007 2014 2007 – 2014

Canada* 64 46 –18

Ireland 32 23 –9

UK 30 31 +1

US 39 35 –4

Germany 40 48 +8

Switzerland 63** 75 +12

India 82 73 –9

Mexico 42 33 –9

New Zealand 59 63 +4

Australia 53 45 –8

* Data for non-EU member states come from OECD reports, based on Gallup polls. Th e ques-
tion asked is “Do you have confi dence in national government ?” Data refer to those who an-
swered “yes”. In Eurobarometer’s surveys, the question is formulated in these words: “Do you 
tend to trust the government ?” Data refer to those who answered “tend to trust”.

** 2006

Th ese are the only data about trust in government which allow to carry out 
a comparative study on a yearly basis. Other datasets exist, but do not include all 
countries considered in this article or do not have surveys conducted every year. 
For instance, the World Values Survey (WVS) dataset remains fragmented. Data 
from the WVS are available for multiple-year periods (as opposed to Gallup polls) 
and cover only 25 OECD countries. All countries considered in this study (all states 
which have made the number of requests through ATI legislation public) are not 
present in the WVS dataset. It seems diffi  cult to compare the data, since the sur-
vey questions and the answering categories diff er strongly from one dataset to the 
other.11 A systematic analysis would require the establishment of a unique dataset 
with full access to the data, conducted every year and including all countries for 
which ATI requests are available. However, general tendencies can be drawn from 
these polls. As depicted in Table 2, and in other surveys, there is no global decrease 
of trust in government in the world for the period 2007 – 2014. Strong variations, 
depending on the context, remain the norm in a comparative perspective. Just to 
give an example, trust in government in Germany has risen from 40 % to 48 % be-

11 Wording of the WVS question is: “how much confi dence do you have in the government ?” with 
four different choices of answers: a great deal / quite a lot / not very much / not at all. The Edel-
man Trust barometer includes a nine-point scale, ranging from “do not trust at all” to “trust them 
a great deal”.
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tween 2007 and 2014, or from 22.7 % to 44.4 % between 2006 and 2013 according 
to the WVS. On the opposite side, in Mexico trust in government has dropped by 9 
percentage points between 2007 and 2014, and by 5.2 points between 2005 and 2012 
according to the WVS.

Since trust is a volatile concept, studied from various angles, it seems impos-
sible to give a precise explanation of the variations shown above. A global analysis 
of trust would involve economic, political, social and individual factors. Determi-
nants of trust are numerous but never investigated in the surveys carried out on 
a large scale. Moreover, in strongly polarised bipartisan systems, such as the US, 
identifi cation with a party plays a signifi cant role in the way citizens tend to trust 
the government or not (Levi and Stoker 2000). Th e analysis could even be extended 
to individuals in a strong presidential system or authoritarian regimes. Th erefore, 
a comprehensive study of trust levels requires national analyses, because context 
matters enormously. For instance, contextual events such as the Vietnam War or 
9 / 11 in the US have impacted trust in government in a specifi c way. Th ough it may 
be possible to isolate a variable in a comparative perspective, such as the fi nancial 
crisis, it remains diffi  cult to study trust in all its components across all countries. 
Th e main key fi nding that we would like to draw from this issue is the fact that no 
global decrease of trust in government has been observed in the last few years, but 
that levels of trust in government strongly vary according to the states considered.

8. Disclosure, access to information, and trust in government

Th is section deals with the association between transparency and trust in govern-
ment. Using the data presented so far, it aims to give an answer to the questions 
mentioned above: does more administrative transparency bring about more trust 
from the citizens ? And does transparency result from low levels of trust in govern-
ment ? Th ese two questions show the ambiguity of the relationship between the two 
concepts. On the one hand, it is hypothesised that transparency has an eff ect on 
trust, always perceived by practitioners as being positive (Grimmelikhuijsen 2012). 
On the other hand, trust in government can also be a driver of transparency, not only 
an objective, depending on the theoretical approach selected (Bouckaert 2012). In 
this sense, initial levels of trust can foster transparency reforms, because people are 
more willing to open themselves and government activity to public scrutiny if levels 
of trust are high. On the citizens’ side, high or low levels of trust may positively or 
negatively aff ect individual perceptions of administrative transparency. According 
to Mabillard and Pasquier (2015, 27), “one could argue that trust in government is 
also a prerequisite to believe in the information gathered. In other words, faith of 
a person is indispensable to believe what the other person says in the fi rst place.”

It has already been said that this article addresses primarily passive transpar-
ency, focusing on access to information requests under ATI legislation. Although 
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this parameter can be used as a proxy, one may also take into account the active 
form of transparency, a concept closer to the notion of disclosure. Both types of 
transparency are part of a bigger movement towards openness, resulting from a 
need to reduce information asymmetry between the administration and the popu-
lation in an information society (Pasquier 2013). Th is objective becomes even more 
crucial with the development of new technologies. In this context, many interests 
groups and organisations, like Open Government Data12, promote the free access to 
offi  cial documents online. Several governments have responded to this movement 
with the creation of open data portals, where datasets are made available to the 
public. Th is kind of active transparency attracts most attention from the citizens, 
the civil society and the governments together. Open government, including open 
data, can also be used as a proxy to measure transparency, even though transpar-
ency itself does not include participation in all defi nitions (see Meijer et al. 2012). 
In order to do so, two other datasets will be considered in this article: the GOD, 
although there is no data available for New Zealand in 2015, and the OECD survey 
on open government data (OECD 2015), despite the fact that only OECD countries 
appear on the list, thus excluding India.

Th e GOD includes 122 states and takes into account 13 variables to establish 
its ranking. All these variables, such as national statistics and legislation, consists of 
the same 9 dimensions, including, for example, openly licensed, machine-readable, 
free and up-to-date information. States obtain a certain percentage according to 
how well they perform in the 9 dimensions. Th e OECD survey focuses on the fol-
lowing categories: data accessibility and availability on the national data portal and 
governments’ eff orts to support data re-use. Countries’ scores are calculated on a 0 
(lowest)–1 (highest) scale. Tables 3 and 4 show how the countries considered in this 
article score on both rankings.

In spite of the diff erences found in the rankings, a comparison of these two 
datasets shows that the UK / Great Britain and Australia are considered particularly 
committed to openness, while Germany, Switzerland and Ireland (in the same or-
der) score especially low compared to the other countries selected in this article. As 
these data focus only on active transparency, which means proactive disclosure of 
information, one may also take into account passive transparency data presented 
above and compare them with GOD and OECD indexes. With respect to the num-
ber of requests submitted to the administration in 2014 (per 1000 inhabitants), US 
government agencies have received 2.24, Canada 1.69, and Australia 1.21. At the 
same time, Germany and Switzerland’s scores remain low, at, respectively, 0.11 and 
0.07. One may wonder if countries such as the US, Australia, Canada and the UK 
have reached their stated goal of creating a “culture of transparency”, while others 
have failed to do so, have not striven to achieve it or have not identifi ed it as a funda-

12 Available at http://opengovernmentdata.org/ (last accessed 14 January 2016).
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mental issue. Other factors mentioned above, related to contextual particularities, 
lead us to leave this debate open.

Table 3
Global Open Data Index (2015), in %

Country Score Rank (out of 122)

UK 76 2

Australia 67 5

US 64 8

Mexico 58 13

Canada 55 17

India 55 17

Germany 49 26

Switzerland 47 29

Ireland 46 31

Mean: 57.4 %
GOD average: 33.3 %

Table 4
OECD Open government data Index (2015), on a 0 (lowest)–1 (highest) scale

Country Score Rank (out of 30)

Great Britain* 0.83 3

Australia 0.81 4

Canada 0.79 5

US 0.67 9

Mexico 0.66 10

New Zealand 0.59 15

Germany 0.55 16

Switzerland 0.48 21

Ireland 0.43 22

* Data only available for Great Britain and not the UK
Mean: 0.65
OECD average: 0.58

Now turning to trust in government, how does this variable covariate with 
passive transparency ? Once again, national particularities seem to play an enor-
mous role, since data vary signifi cantly from one state to another. For instance, 
there has been a sharp decrease of trust in government and a dramatic increase of 
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requests submitted to Irish public bodies between 2007 and 2014, whereas Switzer-
land and Germany have experienced greater trust in government and a sharp rise in 
requests over the same period of time. Th e same analysis would apply to the other 
countries, with more or less strong variations according to the states considered. 
Th erefore, it appears impossible to draw an association, whether positive or nega-
tive, between the evolution of levels of trust in government and the total number 
of ATI requests (passive transparency) in a comparative perspective. Data for all 
countries are summed up in Table 5.

Table 5
Evolution of trust in government (percentage points) and number of ATI requests 

per 1000 inhabitants (in %), 2007 – 2014

Country Trust in government ATI Requests

Canada –18 +92.0

Ireland –9 +79.2

UK +1 +35.2

US –4 +12.6*

Germany +8 +450.0

Switzerland +12** +133.3

India –9 +42.9

Mexico –9 +42.1

New Zealand +4 –33.9

Australia –8 +326.7

* 2008 – 2014
** 2006 – 2014

Regarding the relationship between transparency and trust in government, 
the data presented in Table 5 will help to answer the two questions put forward by 
Fivat and Pasquier (2014). First, the data do not prove that greater transparency 
(in terms of FOI laws and total requests) generates greater trust in government in 
all states considered here. As already raised above, trust in government certainly 
depends on other factors – institutional, historical and political – but most of the 
time transparency is presented as having a positive impact on trust in government. 
However, data show that even in some countries where transparency has been en-
hanced, trust in government has declined signifi cantly. Indeed, Mexico and India 
have experienced a sharp increase in requests submitted to the administration and 
score relatively high on open-data indexes, but levels of trust in government have 
dropped by 9 percentage points in both countries between 2007 and 2014. Based on 
this observation, the interpretation which can be drawn is rather general: eff ects of 
transparency on trust in government should not be overestimated.
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Th e absence of direct association between the two does not mean that there 
is no positive impact of transparency policies, but they remain relatively low com-
pared to other factors. At the same time, one could also argue that transparency 
has no signifi cant eff ect on trust in government, as shown by previous experiments 
(Grimmelikhuijsen 2012). Secondly, is transparency considered a remedy for de-
clining trust in government ? Th e data presented in this article tend to prove that 
trust in government is not declining on a large scale, leading us to refute this argu-
ment. Other factors have played a crucial role in the enforcement of transparency 
rules, once again based on historical and institutional roots. Th e need for more 
accountable and participatory governments, the growing perception of access to 
information as a fundamental human right, now supported by the development of 
new technologies, have all contributed to the global praise for transparency. Th ere-
fore, trust in government should not always be seen as an objective or supposed 
benefi cial eff ect of transparency because such an eff ect is still to be proven em-
pirically. However, other studies suggest that the relationship between transparency 
and trust in government could be investigated in another perspective: benefi ts to 
opening government data are better appreciated among citizens who have a higher 
level of initial trust in government.13 According to these studies, trust should not 
be regarded primarily as an eff ect of transparency, but rather as a determinant of 
perceived transparency from the citizens.

9. Key fi ndings

In this article, data about requests submitted to public bodies and indexes of open 
government data have been merged for the fi rst time. To our knowledge, there was 
no general dataset about requests for all the states where data is available, nor an at-
tempt to compare this data (considered passive transparency) with active transpar-
ency. Proactive disclosure of information, including open data, was measured here 
with the two indexes developed by the OECD and the GOD. In spite of diff erent 
methodologies and various categories, results of the rankings appeared somewhat 
similar. In terms of ATI requests (per 1000 inhabitants), the US, Canada and Aus-
tralia are the top 3 countries, well ahead of other countries, which have adopted a 
legislation recently, especially Germany and Switzerland. Based on this observa-
tion, we are able to establish four categories. Th e fi rst one, where countries have 
adopted FOI laws a long time ago and which score relatively high on both open-
data indexes, include the US, Canada and Australia. Th e second category refers to 
the states that have adopted FOI laws quite recently, but have experienced a sharp 
increase of requests and also belong to the best nations in terms of release of pub-
lic-sector data (the UK, India and Mexico). Th e third category includes only New 

13 Pew Research Center, April 2015, “Americans’ Views on Open Government Data.” Available at 
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/04/21/open-government-data/ (last accessed 23 January 
2016).
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Zealand, where such a law was enacted in 1982, but where the number of requests 
has remained limited so far. On the OECD index, New Zealand scores just above 
the OECD average. Th e last group of countries is composed of Ireland, Germany 
and Switzerland. Although Ireland had already adopted a FOI law in 1998, all three 
states still have relatively recent legislation about transparency. Th e total amount of 
requests does not reach more than 0.45 per 1000 inhabitants, well behind all other 
countries (apart from New Zealand), and they also score relatively poorly in open-
data rankings.

As shown above, data about trust in government over the last few years do 
not indicate a tendency towards a sharp decline in all countries, though oft en 
highlighted in the normative literature. Only half of the states considered in this 
article have experienced a decrease, while the other half has seen an increase for 
the period 2007 – 2014, with Switzerland gaining up to 12 points according to the 
OECD (2006 – 2014). An analysis of both data about trust in government and sets of 
countries mentioned above show no direct association. Indeed, while the UK, India 
and Mexico belong to the same “transparency group”, levels of trust in government 
change completely among the three countries: trust in government has gained 1 
percentage point in the UK and dropped by 9 points in both India and Mexico. 
Th e same phenomenon is observed in the group formed by the US, Canada and 
Australia, where trust in government has strongly decreased in Canada, but has not 
dropped dramatically in the US. A comparison between the evolution of requests 
submitted by citizens to public bodies and trust in government (2007 – 2014) also 
tends to prove that there is no association between both variables at the interna-
tional level (see Table 5). For instance, the number of requests in Canada has gained 
92 %, compared to 35.2 % in the UK, but trust in Canada has decreased and grown 
in the UK. At the same time, New Zealand has experienced greater trust in govern-
ment, but the number of requests has dropped by almost 34 % (it is the only country 
to have a negative ratio).

In a comparative perspective, each country can be assigned a rank based on 
how they perform compared to other states in the two transparency dimensions, 
active and passive. India cannot be included in the following graph, since it does 
not appear on the OECD index. Data for New Zealand in the GOD comes from the 
2014 index. For instance, on a 1 – 9 scale, Canada receives 8 points because it has 
the second highest number of ATI requests per 1000 inhabitants compared to other 
countries (in 2014), 7 points as it scores third on the OECD index, and 4 points as 
it is only ranked sixth on the GOD index. As a result, Canada scores 6.33 points on 
average. In comparison, Australia and the UK are the countries with the highest 
score (7.67) and Switzerland the lowest (1.67). Graph 1 below situates countries 
according to their transparency performance and their level of trust in government 
in 2014. It tends to show a rather negative relation between transparency and trust 
with the outlier being Ireland, which was in a huge economic crisis at the time and 
where both the transparency score and trust in government are low. Apart from the 
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Irish case, it may be suggested that more information asked about the workings of 
the authorities could be indicative for the mistrust of citizens. Or the more one dis-
trusts government, the more information one is likely to request about its workings. 
Consequently, mis(trust) in government could be addressed not only as a depen-
dent variable; it may well be considered as a key driver in its relation with transpar-
ency. In this sense, mistrust would call for more transparency. Th is hypothesis (still 
to be proven empirically) involves reverse thinking: it is not the low level of trans-
parency that leads to less trust from the citizens, but rather the initial level of the 
population’s mistrust in public authorities that triggers more requests for access to 
offi  cial documents and a more proactive transparency policy from the government.

Graph 1
Transparency score and trust in government (in %), 2014

10. Conclusion

In conclusion, the expected positive association between transparency and trust 
in government is not supported by this research. Although it is necessary to take 
the limitations of this study into consideration, this article challenges the common 
normative assumption which always postulates a positive eff ect of transparency on 
trust in government.

As to the limitations, fi rst of all, data used in this article come from various 
sources, as data about trust in government come from Eurobarometer surveys and 
from Gallup polls (published in OECD reports), while data about transparency 
come from two indexes and our own comparative dataset on ATI requests. As such, 
this study is not based on a single dataset and a unique population. Secondly, other 
factors, which have a potential eff ect on trust in government, are not considered 
in this study. Th ey include interest and participation in politics, political prefer-
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ences and party affi  liations (Citrin 1974), evaluation of the economy, homicide 
rates, international aff airs and political scandals (Chanley et al. 2000). Moreover, 
these factors are related to contextual issues and restrict the scope to regional or 
national studies. Consequently, it seems diffi  cult to draw any association between 
transparency and trust in government or even isolate the relationship between the 
two concepts, as a single dataset, including exogenous variables, is lacking. A more 
rigorous analysis, including more countries, and using (non-parametric) statistics 
would probably show that the relation between transparency and trust is not linear, 
as is oft en expected. Nevertheless, in a comparative perspective, such a study re-
quires larger access to data and a unique set of data. Th is is certainly an interesting 
path for further research, but it involves cost and feasibility issues.

Other limitations involve defi nition issues. Indeed, measurement of trans-
parency heavily depends on the dimensions considered. Until now, most mea-
surements have only included one dimension of transparency, active (through 
experiments, e.g. Grimmelikhuijsen 2012, or open-data rankings) or passive (ATI 
requests). In a comparative perspective, we have tried to merge ATI requests and 
open-data indexes in this article. However, both previous studies and ours do not 
take into account forced transparency (Pasquier 2011), a diff erent kind of transpar-
ency, based on whistleblowing acts. Th ough such acts remain relatively rare, they 
may have an eff ect on trust in government and should be looked at more closely 
in further research. Th e robustness of the data about trust in government can also 
be questioned, since fi gures vary from one survey to another. In this case, Gallup 
polls have been preferred for countries outside the EU but members of the OECD, 
and Eurobarometers have been selected for EU member states. However, alterna-
tive sources exist, such as the Edelman trust barometer14 or surveys conducted by 
the media.15 For instance, data about trust in government in the US in 2014 can 
vary from 35 % down to 24 %. Moreover, questions asked do not distinguish trust 
from confi dence. Th ey do not consider the dimensions of perceived trustworthiness 
(competence, probity, benevolence) but keep it rather simple with one encompass-
ing question. Such a question remains vague and may lead to confusion as a result 
of its high level of abstraction.

Moreover, international institutions such as the OECD do not address the is-
sue of transparency as such but rather insist on open government. Th e combination 
of open government rankings and trust in government in 2014 shows no positive 
and systematic association; this is also the case with open-data indexes provided by 
non-profi t organisations. Th is comment applies equally well to most Central Eu-

14 Available at http://www.edelman.com/ (last accessed 25 January 2016).

15 See for instance the New York Times article “The Long Decline of Trust in Government, and 
Why That Can Be Patriotic”, which is based on data from ABC / Washington Post, CBS / New 
York Times, CNN, Gallup, A.N.E.S. and Pew Research Center. Available at http://www.nytimes.
com/2015/07/04/upshot/the-long-decline-of-trust-in-government-and-why-that-can-be-patri-
otic.html?_r=0 (last accessed 17 January 2016).
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ropean countries.16 Th e same tendency is observed with respect to the evolution 
of ATI requests and trust in government over the last few years. However, since 
they are strongly linked to other factors like participation and political interest and 
knowledge, they have been used here in combination with open government and 
open data in a comparative perspective. Further research could build on these pre-
liminary results. It may lead to the creation of a transparency index, including exist-
ing data about both active and passive transparency.

More research into this issue is therefore welcome. At this stage, we can only 
assert that transparency is not necessarily positively associated with trust in govern-
ment (compared to other factors), as is oft en assumed. Th at conclusion is important 
enough in itself. Th e relation could also be reverse. Lacking trust calls for more 
transparency and does result in higher levels of passive transparency. Th is is under-
standable since the anger provoked by the revelation of political scandals, and the 
growing demands for more openness emanating from civil society organisations, 
have made the right to know an important concern in most Western states.
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