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The EnTrust project, funded by the EU's Hori-

zon2020 Research and Innovation Pro-

gramme, explores the dynamics of trust and 

distrust in governance across Europe, investi-

gating their implications for democratic en-

gagement and governance practices. By ex-

amining trust at various levels – from street-

level bureaucracy to the influence of media 

and social movements – the project identifies 

key factors that shape trust dynamics and out-

lines strategies for enhancing governance ac-

countability and public trust. This document 

offers a succinct overview of the EnTrust pro-

ject, highlighting its main ambitions and find-

ings across Work Packages One to Seven. 

 

WP1: The Theoretical and Normative 

Underpinnings of Trust and Distrust 

Research Background 

The primary goal of Work Package 1 (WP1) 

was to collect and synthesise the current un-

derstanding of trust and distrust within the 

realm of governance, aiming to provide a 

thorough and interdisciplinary summary of 

their attributes, motivating factors, and con-

sequences. Throughout its course, WP1 me-

ticulously refined and broadened a concep-

tual and theoretical framework that was de-

signed to both inform and reflect the investi-

gations carried out in the subsequent phases 

of the project.  

The conceptual and theoretical work was 

based on two pillars. On the one hand, desk 

research was conducted to review existing lit-

erature in the field of political science, sociol-

ogy, psychology, media studies, and  

 

philosophy. WP1 sought to summarise these 

key insights, highlight existing research gaps, 

and introduce a conceptual framework aimed 

at refining our knowledge and guiding future 

studies. On the other hand, a series of memos 

were written to summarise the main finding 

of the empirical research work, and extract 

the main conceptual and theoretical lessons. 

On the basis of both pillars, a nuanced ap-

proach to the study of trust and distrust was 

developed, which advocates for a comprehen-

sive understanding that recognises the role of 

trust and distrust in enhancing accountability 

and transparency within governance struc-

tures. 

 

Key Findings  

The literature review highlighted that while 

past research enriched our understanding of 

trust in governance, it came with notable lim-

itations. Firstly, the tendency to simplistically 

equate distrust with low trust misses the sub-

tle differences between ignorance, apathy, or 

indifference. Moreover, the research has not 

adequately addressed the EU's unique gov-

ernance framework, or the psychological 

foundations of trust, resulting in vague con-

clusions about the interplay between national 

and European governance and insufficient un-

derstanding of trust's development across di-

verse political and cultural landscapes. Sec-

ondly, there is an absence of a cohesive 

framework that merges rational-utilitarian 

and norm-based perspectives, with a notable 

gap in examining how trust and distrust func-

tion in an interdependent and institutional-

ised manner within governance. Lastly, nor-

mative discussions often reduce trust to a 
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fundamentally positive aspect and distrust to 

a negative one, simplifying their complex roles 

in democracy. This perspective overlooks the 

situational nature of trust and the value of 

critical citizenship, pointing towards the need 

for a more refined normative model that as-

sesses trust and distrust's appropriateness 

across different personal and institutional sce-

narios. 

Against this backdrop, a proposed conceptual 

framework is centred around three key prop-

ositions. Firstly, it views trust and distrust not 

as strict opposites, but as complementary 

phenomena that can coexist, each playing dis-

tinct roles within the political landscape. This 

perspective refutes seeing trust and distrust 

as merely opposite poles or functional equiv-

alents, instead advocating a dualist view that 

highlights their unique characteristics and in-

fluences at various levels. It emphasises that 

trust and distrust coexist, shaped by distinct 

factors, and simultaneously influences citi-

zens' perceptions of public institutions. Ana-

lysing both trust and distrust provides a 

deeper understanding of democratic govern-

ance, advocating for 'enlightened trust' where 

citizens simultaneously trust and scrutinise 

political figures and institutions, recognising 

that distrust can fuel democratic innovation 

by encouraging vigilant oversight of authority, 

whereas unconditional trust might undermine 

it by overemphasising loyalty and reciprocity. 

In this context, however, instances must be 

taken into account where neither trust nor 

distrust are present, due to people's disen-

gagement or emphasis on formal rules over 

trust with political entities. Thereby, trust is 

distinct from mere reliance, as individuals of-

ten depend on people, technology, and sys-

tems for their functionality without pondering 

the underlying trust aspects in these interac-

tions. 

Secondly, the framework stresses the recipro-

cal nature of trust relations, underscoring the 

significance of interactions between citizens 

and various governance actors. This relational 

approach emphasises the complex interplay 

and mutual dependencies between citizens 

and governance actors, moving beyond mere 

attitudes to consider how these dynamics are 

shaped, and reflective of broader societal 

trust cultures. This perspective considers in-

terdependencies between trust and being 

trusted, distrusting and being distrusted. It re-

veals that trust in governance involves recip-

rocal and institutionally-embedded relation-

ships, offering a more nuanced understanding 

of how trust and distrust mutually influence 

each other within the societal context. Fur-

thermore, one critique targets the common 

approach in empirical research that views (in-

stitutional) trust solely from the trustor's per-

spective, seeing it as a psychological trait, a 

cultural predisposition, or an individual judge-

ment of institutional trustworthiness. The ad-

vocated approach emphasises the importance 

of considering all facets of institutional trust 

and distrust, including the trustor, the trustee, 

and the nature of the trust relationship itself. 

Thirdly, trust and distrust are highly condi-

tional, varying across different social groups, 

countries, and political systems, influenced by 

factors such as social inequalities, ideological 

polarisation, and institutional performance. 

Comprehensive research indicates that trust 

levels are not uniformly distributed, but are 

shaped by the socio-political context. Moreo-

ver, analysing trust and distrust in governance 

requires a broader perspective that includes 

political, economic, and expert actors at local, 

national, and European levels, acknowledging 

the complex interdependencies and potential 

spillover effects among these different 

spheres. This expanded focus allows for a 

more nuanced understanding of trust dynam-

ics in multilevel governance systems, 
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highlighting the variability of trust across vari-

ous institutional arrangements. 

In research, employing a multidimensional 

and comparative approach is essential to 

grasp the intricate formation, sustenance, and 

decline of trust and distrust within govern-

ance, spanning micro-, meso-, and macro-lev-

els. This approach acknowledges how individ-

ual experiences, group dynamics, and public 

discourse collectively shape perceptions of 

governance. It emphasises the importance of 

considering the direct interactions between 

citizens and governance representatives, the 

role of organisations and collective entities in 

political contention, and the influence of soci-

etal debates on public perceptions of trust-

worthiness. Furthermore, a comparative per-

spective highlights the significant variations in 

trust levels across different socio-political 

contexts, as seen in diverse European coun-

tries. This underscores the need for a compre-

hensive framework that accounts for the mul-

tifaceted nature of trust and distrust and their 

implications for democratic governance. 

 

WP2: Trust and Distrust at the Street-

level of Public Policy 

Research Background 

The EnTrust project's Work Package 2 (WP2) 

conducted a detailed analysis to explore the 

dynamics of trust and distrust, particularly fo-

cusing on disadvantaged families' interactions 

with street-level bureaucracy. This area of 

governance is pivotal, serving as the primary 

contact point between citizens and the ad-

ministrative framework. The objective was to 

illuminate the various levels, forms, condi-

tions, and mechanisms by which trust is estab-

lished, maintained, or diminished in these es-

sential interactions. 

Guided by critical questions, the research 

probed the subjective interpretations of trust 

and distrust from both citizens and frontline 

workers. It investigated how factors across 

different countries impact these perceptions, 

the influence of welfare systems and policy 

design at a micro-level, the effects of national 

trust cultures, and the specific experiences of 

frontline workers and citizens that form the 

basis of trust dynamics. 

WP2's methodology was grounded in qualita-

tive research, primarily through interviews 

conducted between March 2020 and Febru-

ary 2021. The study encompassed diverse lo-

cations including the Czech Republic, Den-

mark, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, and 

Serbia, ranging from large cities to small lo-

cales. This approach ensured a comprehen-

sive collection of experiences across various 

age groups, levels of work experience, and dif-

ferent departments, or sections, of welfare in-

stitutions and social services. A total of 115 in-

terviews with frontline workers, and 117 with 

citizens receiving social welfare, compiled a 

rich dataset for analysis. All interviews were 

recorded, transcribed, and analysed using in-

ductive content analysis anchored in 

grounded theory principles. 

 

Key Findings  

The comprehensive analysis of interviews in 

the EnTrust project's Work Package 2 (WP2) 

revealed a complex landscape of trust and dis-

trust relations in street-level bureaucracy, 

with notable variations across different coun-

tries. In the experiences of citizens and social 

workers from the countries involved, trust 

and distrust are conceptualised in terms of re-

lationships, where trustworthiness emerges 

as a key component. This viewpoint recog-

nises trust as a dynamic, evolving construct 

that is shaped by the reciprocal actions and re-

sponses of both parties involved. Interactions 
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between citizens and frontline workers in so-

cial assistance generally contained some level 

of trust, yet stood in contrast to a wider dis-

trust towards the institutional system of social 

assistance. This dichotomy was evident across 

various countries, highlighting a significant 

gap between individual and systemic percep-

tions of trustworthiness. In these interactions, 

the reciprocal nature of trust and distrust be-

comes apparent, where a citizen's distrust can 

lead to a caseworker's scepticism, potentially 

spiralling into a cycle of mutual distrust that 

undermines the effectiveness of social wel-

fare systems 

In Denmark, the importance of communica-

tion was particularly emphasised, suggesting 

that improved communication is key to en-

hancing trust. The evolution of trust or dis-

trust over time, and the mutuality of relations 

between citizens and frontline workers, were 

identified as crucial factors affecting trust dy-

namics. Trust was strongly associated with 

caseworkers being perceived as reliable and 

treating clients as individuals, thus ensuring a 

significant level of autonomy. However, it is 

crucial to acknowledge that an overabun-

dance of trust might lead to complacency and 

insufficient critical engagement, potentially 

perpetuating inefficiencies. 

Conversely, factors contributing to distrust 

varied across countries. In the Czech Republic, 

Serbia, and Poland, and to some extent in Ger-

many, distrust was fuelled by a range of fac-

tors including non-adherence to professional 

standards, lack of respect, system formalities 

and fragmentation, perceived unfairness, low 

benefits, strict means-testing, controlling 

practices, and, in some cases, discrimination 

based on ethnicity. In Germany and Poland, 

citizens reported that their trust towards 

caseworkers was enhanced after receiving as-

sistance, indicating that positive experiences 

with individual caseworkers could influence 

overall trust levels. 

Although the study revealed a high degree of 

similarity in regard to trust-building processes 

and the functions of trust across countries, 

country-specific systemic and contextual fac-

tors also played a role in shaping trust or dis-

trust, too. These factors included the level of 

institutional fragmentation in social assis-

tance, task specialisation, whether citizens' 

entry into the system was voluntary or non-

voluntary, frontline workers' workload, un-

derstaffing, staff rotation, occupational burn-

out, the stress of applying for welfare, and the 

quality of direct communication and coopera-

tion between caseworkers and clients. 

Trust and distrust proved to be dynamic, 

evolving based on the experiences of the in-

volved parties. Trust in individual caseworkers 

did not necessarily translate to trust in the 

wider social assistance system, and there ex-

isted the potential for an escalation of distrust 

based on clients' emotions. Frontline workers 

often experienced simultaneous trust and dis-

trust in their clients, adding another layer to 

the intricate nature of these relationships. 

The impact of trust and distrust manifested in 

various ways. Trust enhanced cooperation be-

tween caseworkers and citizens, improving 

the efficiency and quality of services. For case-

workers, trust facilitated smoother case man-

agement, i.e., based on the readiness to de-

crease the level of formalities whenever pos-

sible, and for citizens, it led to opening up, re-

vealing private problematic issues, following 

caseworkers’ suggestions and provided a 

sense of security. Concurrently, distrust, typi-

cally regarded negatively, can act as a vital 

mechanism for accountability, spurring neces-

sary system reforms and greater accountabil-

ity. In a broader political context, although 

most citizens showed limited interest in poli-

tics, focusing instead on "everyday life", a 



 

          

5 

significant number expressed a positive trust 

towards the EU as a whole, appreciating the 

benefits of EU membership. 

 

WP3: The Role of Democratic Social 

Movements in the Formation of Trust 

and Distrust 

Research Background 

The EnTrust project's Work Package 3 (WP3) 

set out to explore the role of new democratic 

social movements within contemporary gov-

ernance structures. The research aimed to un-

derstand how these movements influence po-

litical participation and public trust amidst cit-

izens' increasing disengagement from tradi-

tional political institutions. WP3 sought to 

delve into the internal democracy of these 

movements, their impact on trust towards 

governance, their interactions with the public 

and other social actors, and the effects of 

their strategies of engagement or confronta-

tion with institutions on societal trust. The 

goal was to provide a detailed analysis of the 

dynamics within new democratic social move-

ments and their implications for democratic 

engagement and trust in governance systems. 

WP3 aspired to uncover how these move-

ments act as alternative platforms for political 

participation, potentially reshaping the con-

ventional fabric of trust in governance. From 

March to May 2021, the research engaged fo-

cus groups, with participants from social 

movements across the Czech Republic, Den-

mark, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, and 

Serbia. Each social movement was repre-

sented by a focus group of core members and 

another of movement followers, utilising 

snowball sampling for participant recruit-

ment. This method allowed for a thorough ex-

ploration of the movements' views on internal 

democracy, trust in institutions, and their 

strategies for cooperation with both govern-

mental and non-governmental organisations. 

The investigation delved into the intricate re-

lationship between trust and distrust across 

various European societies, examining the in-

ternal operations of these movements, their 

engagement with citizens, and the broader 

implications for democratic engagement and 

institutional trust. 

 

Key Findings  

The study revealed that most social move-

ments are characterised by decentralised 

structures, where organisation is based on 

merit and/or practice. These groups typically 

delegate tasks based on individual capabili-

ties, preferences, and availability, with deci-

sion-making primarily in the hands of core 

groups. Membership is conditionally inclusive, 

as openness to new members is contingent 

upon shared values and a rejection of discrim-

ination and social exclusion. Overall, these 

movements embrace internal decentralisa-

tion and horizontality, prioritising deliberative 

practices, and highlighting the importance of 

equality and inclusiveness. 

The EnTrust project's findings shed light on 

the nuanced roles of trust and distrust within 

the dynamics of these movements and their 

interaction with governance structures. It was 

found that a general trust is considered essen-

tial for societal functioning, but extreme 

forms of dis/trust – such as ‘blind’ or ‘naive’ 

trust, as well as general distrust – are viewed 

negatively. The research highlights that a 

moderate level of distrust is deemed benefi-

cial, as it fosters critical thinking and vigilance 

among citizens. This form of scepticism en-

courages individuals to question and scruti-

nise, thereby enhancing democratic engage-

ment and preventing complacency. On the 

contrary, excessive forms of trust can 
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undermine societal cohesion by discouraging 

scrutiny and allowing unchecked power to go 

unchallenged. 

Trust plays a central role in the mobilisation of 

citizens within social movements, as people 

tend to join movements they trust. These 

movements also recognise the role of trust in 

fostering social cohesion and facilitating joint 

actions. The study reveals varied perceptions 

of trust in institutions across countries, with 

notable distrust in political institutions in Ser-

bia, Italy, Poland, Greece, and the Czech Re-

public. In contrast, in Denmark and Germany, 

there is a more conditional trust towards in-

stitutions. 

The study observed that cooperation be-

tween social movements and governmental 

institutions (GIs) and non-governmental or-

ganisations (NGOs) is selective and often 

deemed necessary, but can lead to disagree-

ment between movement members. This co-

operation is mostly local (as seen in Germany, 

Italy, and Poland) and is perceived to have un-

clear, or potentially negative, effects on citi-

zen trust, with the exception of Denmark. 

Hereby, the study illuminates the reciprocal 

nature of trust and distrust in the context of 

social movements' cooperation with govern-

mental and non-governmental organisations. 

Trust and distrust are not static but dynamic, 

influencing and being influenced by the ac-

tions and interactions of these movements 

with institutions. This reciprocity is evident in 

how movements' selective cooperation with 

institutions can either build or erode trust. For 

example, positive engagements, based on 

shared values with NGOs, tend to enhance cit-

izens' trust. In contrast, necessary but cau-

tious cooperation with governmental institu-

tions, especially when perceived as polarising 

or as having unclear effects, can reflect and 

contribute to a reciprocal cycle of distrust be-

tween citizens and political institutions. This 

intricate interplay underscores the critical role 

of social movements in mediating trust and 

distrust within the fabric of democratic soci-

ety. 

To rebuild or strengthen trust in societies, the 

study suggests that local and national institu-

tions should be more open, transparent, ac-

countable, and actively engage with citizens. 

Social movements stress the importance of di-

alogue, exchange, and discussion with citi-

zens, but are less vocal about actions at the EU 

level, likely due to a perception of EU institu-

tions being more detached from ordinary citi-

zens. Despite this, there is a consensus that 

social movements can play a significant role in 

enhancing citizens’ trust, though opinions 

vary on strategies of how this could be 

achieved. 

Regarding democracy and engagement, the 

importance of voting as a form of political par-

ticipation varies across countries and move-

ments. Participants across Europe agree that 

various forms of participation are crucial for 

democratic life. Social movements advocate 

for a more participatory and direct democ-

racy, and believe that institutions should en-

gage more with citizens. Social movements 

are viewed almost unanimously as vital actors 

in making citizens more visible and powerful 

in the public and political spheres, suggesting 

that active participation in these movements 

could empower citizens to bring about socie-

tal change. 

 

WP4: The Role of the Media in Trust 

and Distrust Building: Information or 

Polarisation? 

Research Background 

The research within Work Package 4 (WP4) of 

the EnTrust project explored the role of polit-

ical journalism and the news media as the 
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principal mediator of trust relationships in de-

mocracy. The WP examined different levels of 

trust in the media and trust contestation 

through the media. More specifically, it ana-

lysed how trust in democratic government 

and science is contested in legacy and social 

media during the Covid-19 pandemic. By ana-

lysing how the media portray and justify the 

(un-)trustworthiness of governance and ex-

pert action, the research aimed to delineate 

the ways in which media coverage and news 

commenting contribute to informed opinion-

making and criticism, or, on the contrary, the 

polarisation of political opinions, the mobilisa-

tion of extreme positions, and the spread of 

disinformation that targets the trustworthi-

ness of scientists, government and political 

representatives. Moreover, turning from trust 

contestation to possibilities of trust-building, 

the research shed light on good practices to 

secure the quality of journalism and combat 

disinformation. 

The methodology encompassed a multifac-

eted approach involving data collection across 

seven European countries: Czech Republic, 

Denmark, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, and 

Serbia. Drawing on existing opinion surveys, 

WP4 initiated with the mapping and compari-

son of changing levels of trust in the media in 

three dimensions, namely across different 

countries, across different types of media out-

lets and journalism products and across time 

(2010-2020/21). Subsequently, WP4 engaged 

in the comparative analysis of news reporting 

on the COVID-19 pandemic across various me-

dia outlets, generating original data about 

trust through the media. It extended to scru-

tinising user interactions and comments on 

different newspapers' Facebook pages, 

providing insights into public sentiment and 

reactions. Additionally, comprehensive inter-

views were conducted with experts engaged 

in the battle against misinformation, including 

those involved in fact-checking and counter-

disinformation efforts. These varied strands of 

investigation culminated in the synthesis of 

findings, which were thoroughly examined 

and debated in a roundtable discussion 

among experts, enriching the research with 

diverse perspectives. 

 

Key Findings  

The comprehensive findings of WP4 elucidate 

a detailed perspective on how trust in govern-

ance and scientific experts is contested during 

the pandemic emergency across different me-

dia platforms. Mainstream newspapers are 

generally recognised as presenting a balanced 

viewpoint and not fostering extremist posi-

tions. In all the countries analysed, the pan-

demic gave high prominence to the executive, 

scientists, and experts as recipients of trust, 

rather than to the government opposition. 

Similarly, the anti-lockdown or anti-vax oppo-

sition was not given a voice. The contestation 

of trust did not fundamentally question state 

authority or scientific truth, but rather invited 

a nuanced debate about the role of govern-

ments and scientific experts in an emergency 

situation. Nevertheless, health policy, and in 

particular the safety and efficacy of vaccines, 

was one of the most hotly-debated issues in 

the newspapers. Content-wise, trust contes-

tations are strongly shaped by rational rea-

soning, focusing on performance and exper-

tise as key trustworthiness criteria, while 

value-based trustworthiness criteria barely 

play a role. This picture of a broadly informa-

tive and balanced debate in the newspapers 

was reversed when analysing the contestation 

of trust by social media news readers in re-

sponse to selected news stories on Facebook. 

Social media often serve as a platform for us-

ers who typically express scepticism and dis-

trust, favouring personal values over factual 

accuracy to bolster their arguments. This dy-

namic suggests that social media may not be 
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conducive to facilitating balanced and trustful 

discourse. Traditional media, with its commit-

ment to critical reporting and thoughtful dis-

cussion, is credited with playing a more sub-

stantial role in nurturing an environment of 

enlightened or critical trust among its audi-

ence.  

When it comes to trust in the media, public 

opinion differs considerably across different 

countries, pointing to the significance of re-

gional and cultural factors in shaping the pub-

lic's perception of media reliability and trust-

worthiness. In Denmark, high levels of trust in 

public institutions also include media and 

journalism, which are generally considered as 

very important for society and democracy. In 

the Czech Republic, Germany and Italy, trust 

in media and journalism is at a medium level, 

with higher levels of trust in public service me-

dia and scepticism in the high market shares 

and performance of commercial media. In 

Greece, Serbia and Poland, trust in media and 

journalism is notably low, mirroring broader 

social challenges and a media landscape dom-

inated by government and a few magnates, 

leading to a crisis of trust. 

The pandemic has exacerbated the issue of 

disinformation in all countries, highlighting 

the need for comprehensive education pro-

grammes to enhance resilience against disin-

formation. However, there is no decline of 

trust in news and journalism as a pandemic ef-

fect. On the contrary, levels of trust in legacy 

media has remained, overall, relatively stable 

over a 10-year observed period, and in various 

countries (especially in Germany and Italy), 

levels of trust in the news have even slightly 

increased during the first two years of the 

pandemic. 

Beyond those country-specific findings, to ef-

fectively tackle the spread of disinformation, 

experts suggested a multi-faceted approach. 

This includes reinforcing the role of 

professional journalists as crucial intermediar-

ies of trust, advocating for the redesign of so-

cial media platforms to circumvent the prefer-

ential selection of misleading content by algo-

rithms, and highlighting the importance of Eu-

ropean Union involvement in the co-regula-

tion of digital platforms to maintain an equi-

librium between freedom of expression and 

necessary oversight. Furthermore, there is a 

call for comprehensive training in media and 

news literacy, as well as robust support for 

fact-checking initiatives to verify information 

accuracy. The safety of journalists also 

emerges as a paramount concern, with in-

creasing instances of smear campaigns, hate 

speech, and both verbal and physical attacks, 

particularly by non-state actors during public 

demonstrations, or in the course of conduct-

ing interviews. In some scenarios, state actors 

have been reported as having misused their 

authority to intimidate journalists, underscor-

ing an urgent need for enhanced protective 

measures for media professionals against 

such aggression. 

 

WP5: Developmental-psychological In-

sight into Trust and Distrust 

Research Background 

The aim of Work Package 5 (WP5) within the 

EnTrust project was to thoroughly investigate 

the dynamics of trust and distrust in govern-

ance across critical life stages, spanning from 

early adolescence to adulthood, specifically 

targeting the age groups 11-12, 14-15, 18-19, 

and 30-50. This exploration was conducted 

within the context of seven European coun-

tries: the Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, 

Greece, Italy, Poland, and Serbia. The primary 

focus was to dissect the conceptualisations, 

correlates, and antecedents of trust and dis-

trust, particularly in light of the measures 
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implemented by public authorities and insti-

tutions to control the COVID-19 pandemic. 

To achieve a comprehensive understanding, 

the project was structured around several re-

search questions, divided into qualitative and 

quantitative categories. The qualitative re-

search sought to uncover the meanings of 

dis/trust in public authorities and institutions 

among different age groups, specifically in re-

lation to COVID-19 control measures. It also 

aimed to understand how these groups con-

struct the sources of their dis/trust in these 

entities, as well as in interpersonal relation-

ships. The quantitative research, on the other 

hand, focused on examining the relationship 

between the behaviour of authorities—spe-

cifically their voice, transparency in rationale, 

and predictability of actions—and the public's 

trust or distrust and willingness to accept their 

decisions. Furthermore, it investigated 

whether these effects were additive or condi-

tional, and considered if a sense of being re-

spected could mediate these effects. 

To address these questions, a mixed-methods 

design was employed, combining qualitative 

focus groups with a large-scale experimental 

survey. The initial phase involved conducting 

56 focus groups with a total of 251 partici-

pants across all seven participant countries, 

aiming to gather rich, qualitative insights into 

the complex nature of trust. These insights 

then informed the second phase, a survey-

based experiment with 4,082 participants 

from four selected countries (the Czech Re-

public, Germany, Italy, and Serbia). This ap-

proach allowed for an in-depth investigation 

into the nuanced perceptions and conceptual-

isations of trust and distrust at different 

stages of life and within various cultural con-

texts. 

 

 

Key Findings  

In exploring the multifaceted conceptualisa-

tions of (dis)trust, participants articulated a 

nuanced perspective that frames trust and 

distrust as distinct, yet potentially coexisting 

dimensions. The consensus leaned towards 

the valorisation of moderate trust as the ideal 

state; this form of trust emerges from a critical 

evaluation of available information, rather 

than an unquestioned acceptance or rejec-

tion. Participants flagged the extremities of 

trust and distrust as undesirable, linking them 

to the inherent risks associated with either 

blindly following or outrightly rejecting au-

thorities without due consideration. Further-

more, a foundational level of general trust in 

others was underscored as indispensable for 

the sustenance of a well-functioning society, 

suggesting that the significance of dis/trust is 

heavily context-dependent, thereby under-

scoring its complex and situational nature. 

In the examination of the roots of dis/trust, 

participants pinpointed knowledgeability and 

perceived competency of authorities as piv-

otal. The demand was for decisions and poli-

cies that are not only well-founded, but also 

cogently explained, supported by a diversity 

of arguments. However, a caveat was noted: 

An excess of information could lead to over-

load, fostering uncertainty and ultimately, dis-

trust. This delicate balance highlights the im-

portance of providing enough information to 

empower understanding without being over-

whelming. The vigilance of participants to-

wards signs of policymakers acting in self-in-

terest, especially for financial gain, under-

scored a critical source of distrust. Such scep-

ticism towards motives places a premium on 

the integrity and altruism of decision-makers. 

Moreover, trust was seen to flourish under 

conditions of predictability, transparency, and 

consistency, while distrust thrived in environ-

ments marked by unpredictability, ambiguity, 
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and inconsistency. The fluctuating approach 

to anti-Covid measures, marked by frequent 

changes in guidelines and policies, was a sig-

nificant trust eroder, revealing the fragile na-

ture of public confidence in governance. 

Trust, as emerged from the discourse, was 

largely experiential, sculpted and recalibrated 

through direct interactions with people or au-

thorities. Noteworthy is the impact of critical 

experiences that could profoundly alter one’s 

inclination to trust or distrust, a phenomenon 

starkly evident during the pandemic's upheav-

als. Furthermore, the concept of reciprocity 

emerged as a cornerstone of trust, with a pre-

vailing expectation for mutual trust, especially 

in interpersonal relationships. While this ex-

pectation diminished in formal relationships, 

perceived distrust from authorities could trig-

ger a reciprocal distrust from citizens, high-

lighting a complex interplay between expecta-

tions, perceptions, and experiences in the 

landscape of dis/trust. 

The study on procedural aspects of authori-

ties' behaviour highlighted universally posi-

tive impacts of voice, transparency in ra-

tionale, and a predictable framework across 

all countries and contexts, significantly en-

hancing trust and acceptance while reducing 

distrust. This triangulation of voice, transpar-

ency, and predictability not only fostered a 

conducive environment for trust to flourish, 

but also indicated that the absence or pres-

ence of any single aspect could lead to sub-

stantial shifts in trust, distrust, and ac-

ceptance across varied countries, contexts, 

and outcome variables. A key psychological 

underpinning for these positive outcomes was 

identified as the sense of being respected. 

When authorities engaged in practices that in-

volved consultation, transparency, or pro-

vided a predictable framework, individuals 

felt a heightened sense of respect, which in 

turn catalysed greater trust, willingness to 

accept decisions, and diminished levels of dis-

trust. 

Interestingly, the impact of these procedural 

aspects varied with age, particularly noted in 

younger participants within specific countries, 

like the Czech Republic and Serbia. Younger 

individuals were less swayed by transparency 

in rationale, suggesting that the importance of 

transparency's impact on trust grows with 

age. Additionally, this demographic exhibited 

a weaker response to the absence of positive 

procedural aspects, implying that the cumula-

tive effects of voice, transparency, and pre-

dictability in authorities' behaviour become 

more pronounced with age. However, these 

trends were not universally observed, hinting 

at potential country-specific factors. Despite 

these variations, the overarching psychologi-

cal processes governing dis/trust in authori-

ties showed remarkable consistency across 

different contexts, from national decision-

making to everyday management. While con-

textual differences were acknowledged, the 

research underscored the pervasive influence 

of general procedural aspects in shaping 

dis/trust relationships with authorities, sug-

gesting a broadly applicable framework for 

enhancing trust across diverse settings. 

As individuals progress through life, their 

comprehension of the society-wide implica-

tions of dis/trust evolves, enhancing their ca-

pacity to engage with distrust in a more gen-

eralised context. With age, people increas-

ingly appreciate and critically appraise infor-

mation, leveraging their accumulated life ex-

periences to inform their trust or distrust to-

wards others, including authorities. This mat-

uration process equips older individuals with 

a nuanced understanding, allowing them to 

discern and navigate the complex dynamics of 

dis/trust more effectively. 

Among the youngest cohorts, those aged 11 

to 15, confidentiality, particularly in the 
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context of keeping secrets, emerges as a criti-

cal component in the development of trust. 

This contrasts with adults, who place greater 

emphasis on shared values and worldviews as 

the foundation for trust. Furthermore, for 

these younger individuals, familial influence 

plays a pivotal role in shaping perceptions of 

trust and distrust towards authorities. The re-

liance on parents or other family members for 

cues on whom or what to trust indicates a de-

velopmental stage where external, familial in-

put is crucial in forming their understanding 

and attitudes towards authority figures. This 

highlights the significant role of age and devel-

opmental stages in the modulation of trust dy-

namics, suggesting that trust-building strate-

gies may need to be tailored to different age 

groups to effectively foster trust and under-

standing across society. 

 

WP6: Appraising Citizens’ Trust and Dis-

trust in Governance: Forms, Determi-

nants, Effects and Remedies 

Research Background 

Work Package 6 (WP6) of the EnTrust project 

divided its analysis into two main segments, A 

and B, to explore the foundations and conse-

quences of political trust and distrust within 

the framework of institutional behaviour and 

the principles of deliberative democracy. Part 

A launched an innovative online survey in 

seven European nations (the Czech Republic, 

Denmark, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, and 

Serbia) between January and June 2023. This 

survey aimed to uncover the complex array of 

factors, from socio-demographic details to po-

litical culture and psychological attitudes, that 

shape political trust and distrust. It high-

lighted the importance of differentiating be-

tween trust based on institutions' intentions 

versus their performance, offering a detailed 

examination of trust dynamics across Europe. 

Part B, on the other hand, experimented with 

online deliberative polls (ODPs) on climate 

change in Italy, Greece, Poland, and Denmark, 

exploring how deliberative democracy prac-

tices influence political trust. This innovative 

method recruited participants from the initial 

survey, using varied discussion prompts to 

study how participatory democracy affects 

trust and attitudes, thereby deepening in-

sights into how democratic engagement can 

foster trust. 

In its pursuit of understanding political trust 

and distrust, Part A employed cutting-edge 

methodologies to dissect the layered influ-

ences shaping trust on both personal and 

communal levels. It focused on a representa-

tive quota sample of residents aged 18 and 

older from each country, proficient in the na-

tional language, examining a broad spectrum 

of trust determinants in different governance 

settings. Part B's fresh approach tested the 

impact of deliberative democracy on political 

trust through a mix of qualitative and quanti-

tative research. Participants engaged in in-

depth discussions on relevant societal issues, 

with the study applying statistical methods to 

reveal how active involvement in democracy 

can sculpt perceptions of trust in political in-

stitutions, showcasing the transformative po-

tential of deliberative processes in enhancing 

political trust. 

 

Key Findings  

The survey's comprehensive analysis across 

seven countries presented a complex land-

scape where trust levels varied significantly 

between sub-national, national, and Euro-

pean governance, with higher trust generally 

placed in non-politicised institutions such as 

the army, police, and courts, over politicised 

entities like parliaments and political parties. 

Notably, in Poland and Serbia, national gov-

ernments were more trusted than local or 
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regional counterparts, whereas Denmark and 

Germany displayed a slightly more positive 

perspective towards politicians, highlighting 

the intricate dynamics of regional and na-

tional trust. The study also underscored the 

impact of sociodemographic factors on trust, 

revealing that lower religious practice was 

usually linked to lower national trust, except 

in Denmark, and that higher education and in-

come levels tended to correlate with greater 

trust in European governance, with notable 

exceptions in countries like Serbia. 

The role of individuals' experiences with state 

institutions, emphasising fair treatment, 

transparency, and perceptions of corruption, 

significantly influenced political trust. In 

Northern and Central European countries, fair 

treatment by welfare institutions correlated 

with higher national trust, while perceived 

corruption eroded trust across all surveyed 

countries. This section pointed to the im-

portance of fair and transparent governance 

in building trust, with negative experiences 

and corruption perceptions leading to dimin-

ished trust levels. 

Political culture elements, including political 

interest, efficacy, anti-establishment views, 

and conspiracism, along with partisanship and 

ideological preferences, played complex roles 

in shaping political trust. While political effi-

cacy was positively correlated with European 

trust, anti-establishment sentiments and con-

spiracism negatively impacted trust in both 

national and European governance. The anal-

ysis also highlighted a "trust gap" between 

those aligned with governing parties, who 

showed higher domestic political trust, and 

those favouring opposition parties, with Euro-

sceptic supporters displaying lower EU-level 

trust. This multifaceted relationship between 

political participation, subjective well-being, 

and political trust further illustrated the di-

verse influences on trust in governance, 

pointing to the nuanced interplay of personal 

political attitudes, experiences, and broader 

societal trends in shaping public confidence in 

political institutions. 

Regarding segment B of WP6, the analysis of 

the impact of online deliberative polls (ODPs) 

on self-reported trust in institutions revealed 

limited direct effects, suggesting that the 

asynchronous and less immersive nature of 

ODPs compared to offline deliberative pro-

cesses might have contributed to the difficulty 

in achieving statistically significant impacts on 

trust. However, the experiment did signifi-

cantly affect several other indicators, implying 

that self-reported trust might not have fully 

captured the nuances of trust dynamics. No-

tably, participants expressed a desire for a 

more active role from public institutions in ad-

dressing discussed topics, and showed in-

creased appreciation for direct democratic 

mechanisms, suggesting an aspiration for 

greater involvement in political debates. The 

findings also indicated a rise in external politi-

cal efficacy, aligning with literature that sug-

gests deliberation can enhance perceptions of 

political responsiveness. Moreover, the ex-

periment influenced participants' views on 

specific issues, such as economic growth ver-

sus environmental protection dilemma, sug-

gesting deliberative processes can shift opin-

ions on key political topics. 

The study further explored how different 

types of interactions within the deliberative 

setting—namely, interactions with political 

representatives and scientific experts—affect 

participants' attitudes. Exclusive interactions 

with politicians led to an increased recogni-

tion of political representatives' roles, and a 

decrease in anti-political attitudes, highlight-

ing the potential of direct engagement with 

politicians to enhance political efficacy and re-

duce cynicism towards politics. In contrast, in-

teractions exclusively with experts fostered 
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more disillusioned attitudes towards political 

solutions and emphasised individual actions 

over political engagement, pointing to a 'tech-

nocratic' shift in participants' perspectives. 

These findings underscored the complexity of 

improving institutional trust through deliber-

ative processes, suggesting that while direct 

engagement with political figures could posi-

tively impact views on political intervention 

and trust in institutions, exclusive expert in-

teraction might encourage a retreat from po-

litical solutions. The research highlighted the 

importance of proximity relations in building 

trust, and suggested that deliberative pro-

cesses, despite the challenges posed by digital 

platforms, can play a critical role in bridging 

the gap between citizens and institutions, of-

fering insights into effective strategies for en-

hancing democratic engagement and trust in 

an era of declining mass party engagement. 

 

WP7: Civilising Trust and Distrust: Role 

Models and Recommendations 

Research Background 

Work Package 7 (WP7) within the EnTrust pro-

ject was designed to meticulously dissect the 

intricate dynamics of trust and distrust char-

acterising the interplay between civil society 

organisations (CSOs) and EU governance. By 

undertaking a comprehensive analysis, WP7 

aimed to map out the current landscape, de-

lineate the role of trust in these interactions, 

and unearth potential avenues to enhance di-

alogue and cooperation.  

Adopting a mixed-methods approach, WP7 

embarked on a multi-faceted investigation 

that includes analysing the evolution of civil 

participation in EU governance, exploring the 

genesis and conditions fostering CSOs’ trust in 

EU institutions, and evaluating the practices 

of civil dialogue that are deemed trustworthy 

at both EU and Member State levels. The 

methodology encompasses a broad spectrum 

of data collection techniques, including desk 

research, surveys, focus groups, and inter-

views with representatives from various civil 

society organisations, thereby ensuring a rich 

and nuanced understanding of the factors in-

fluencing trust dynamics within the context of 

EU governance. 

 

Key Findings  

The study on the evolution of civil society en-

gagement in EU governance did not conclu-

sively determine if EU institutions' disregard 

for CSOs stems from a lack of trust. However, 

it highlighted that trust in the EU is fundamen-

tally based on the principles and values en-

shrined in the EU Treaties, emphasising nor-

mative principles like 'good governance' de-

tailed in the 2001 White Paper on Govern-

ance. This document signifies a shift in EU pol-

icy from merely disseminating information, as 

seen with the Treaty of Amsterdam in 1997, 

to enhancing participation and formalising en-

gagement with intermediary bodies. The 

'Qatargate' scandal in 2022 marked a setback, 

diminishing CSO participation, but recent 

trends show a renewed effort to recognise 

and formalise CSOs' role in democratic gov-

ernance at the EU level. The concept of good 

governance within the EU is understood to in-

volve a balance of trust and a measure of dis-

trust, as reflected in the European Parliament 

resolutions 2022/2075(INI) and 

2023/2034(INI), showcasing elements of both 

trust and distrust. 

In the context of the EU, distinguishing be-

tween institutional trust and interpersonal 

trust reveals that while both are anchored in 

the Union's foundational principles and val-

ues, their development paths diverge. Institu-

tional trust arises within the legal and institu-

tional frameworks that govern interactions 
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and expectations, highlighting the role of 

structured environments in fostering trust. 

However, the presence of legal frameworks 

alone does not guarantee trust at an individ-

ual level, indicating that interpersonal trust 

stems more directly from personal experi-

ences and interactions.  

Trust, both institutional and interpersonal, is 

deemed essential for the operation of civil 

CSOs within the EU, serving as a critical foun-

dation for collaboration and facilitating access 

to EU institutions. This dynamic underscores 

the nuanced role of trust and distrust in the 

activities of CSOs, with trust facilitating en-

gagement and distrust prompting caution and 

critical engagement. The importance of dis-

trust, while acknowledged, varies among re-

spondents, suggesting a complex interpreta-

tion of its role in CSO activities. 

The bidirectional nature of trust between civil 

society organisations (CSOs) and EU institu-

tions underscores a pivotal aspect of their in-

teraction. While trust in the EU is crucial for 

CSOs' operations, being trusted by EU institu-

tions emerges as equally significant. For polit-

ical decision-making to transcend mere for-

malities and become genuinely effective and 

meaningful, CSOs must be trusted, recog-

nised, and respected by these institutions, a 

condition that, regrettably, is not universally 

met. This dynamic highlights the critical role 

of trust in enabling substantive engagement 

and collaboration. 

Over time, the perception of trust in the EU 

among respondents has shown a diverse tra-

jectory, with roughly equal numbers reporting 

an increase and decrease in trust, while a sig-

nificant portion observed no change. This var-

iability points to the complex and evolving na-

ture of trust relations within the EU context. 

Furthermore, the concept of mutual trust and 

respect was emphasised by respondents and 

focus group participants as essential for 

effective collaboration. The notion that trust 

is reciprocal and must flow in both directions 

for constructive engagement was widely rec-

ognised. A key facilitator of this mutual trust 

was the shared perception of a joint mission, 

suggesting that alignment of objectives and 

values could significantly bolster the trust and 

alliances between CSOs and EU institutions, 

reinforcing the importance of mutual under-

standing and shared goals in fostering a coop-

erative and trusting environment. 

Trustworthy civil dialogue on EU affairs is par-

amount for fostering trust in EU governance. 

Meaningful involvement of citizens and their 

organisations in decision-making processes 

enhances the likelihood that policies will be 

responsive to the needs of the community, 

thereby contributing positively to trust in gov-

ernance. Establishing transparent processes, 

assigning clear responsibilities to designated 

individuals within institutions, and clarifying 

the roles of all stakeholders are essential steps 

towards building trust. However, the absence 

of civil dialogue, and the failure to meet ex-

pectations, can significantly erode trust in EU 

institutions. Trust is most effectively culti-

vated when democracy is seen to produce 

policies that benefit all constituents—hu-

mans, animals, and the environment alike. 

The participation of CSOs in the entirety of the 

decision-making process is crucial to achieving 

this aim. Despite a collective wish for consul-

tations to be more transparent, democratic, 

and inclusive, the European Parliament and 

EU institutions currently lack a coherent strat-

egy for civil dialogue, often favouring unidi-

rectional communication with the public. 

While the recent 'citizen turn' at the EU level 

has been criticised for being merely tokenistic, 

there have been notably positive steps, such 

as the collaboration with the European Stu-

dents' Union, indicating potential for more 

substantive engagement.



 

          

 

At the Member State level, effectively com-

municating EU affairs remains a challenge, 

sometimes breeding distrust. The practices 

surrounding civil dialogue significantly differ 

across Member States, with existing frame-

works and mechanisms to involve civil society 

in shaping national positions on EU draft laws 

often falling short of ensuring consistent and   

meaningful engagement. Despite these ef-

forts, CSOs across the EU are confronted with 

challenges that include new disadvantageous 

laws, restrictions on the right to protest, and 

attacks on activists, raising alarms over the 

shrinking space for civil society. These issues 

highlight the complex landscape of civil dia-

logue within the EU, underscoring the need 

for more concerted efforts to foster a truly in-

clusive, transparent, and trustworthy dia-

logue that can bridge the gap between EU in-

stitutions, Member States, and civil society. 
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