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ABSTRACT  
The relationship between trust and distrust in public governance is still 
an open question. In the literature, three different perspectives on how 
trust and distrust are related are intensively debated: (1) trust and 
distrust as two ends of the same conceptual continuum; (2) trust 
and distrust as opposites, but with neutral ground in between; and 
(3) trust and distrust as related, yet distinct concepts. Employing a 
new measure for distrust and by using perceptual data on trust and 
distrust in regulatory agencies from multiple types of stakeholders in 
nine countries and three sectors, this article shows that high trust 
and high distrust can co-exist at the same time, and that trust and 
distrust are negatively correlated only to a limited extent. Moreover, 
while trustworthiness correlates strongly with trust, trustworthiness 
does not or only weakly correlate with distrust in a negative way. 
These findings are robust even when controlling for respondents’ 
characteristics, different types of stakeholders, sectors and countries. 
This suggests that in public governance settings trust and distrust 
should be considered as distinct concepts, and the article calls for 
more research into the distinctiveness of the measurement, causes 
and effects of distrust, compared to trust.
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1. Introduction

This study aims to clarify the conceptual relation between trust and distrust in public 
governance using empirical data on stakeholder trust and distrust in regulatory 
agencies. Trust refers to the willingness to accept vulnerability based on positive 
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expectations regarding another’s intentions or conduct (Lewicki et al., 1998, p. 439), 
while distrust indicates the refusal to accept vulnerability based on negative expec-
tations regarding another’s intention or conduct (Lewicki et al., 1998; cf. Guo et al., 
2017). While their definitions appear as each other’s opposites, the conceptual relation 
between trust and distrust remains an open question (Bijlsma-Frankema et al., 2015; 
Gustafsson et al., 2021; Hamm et al., 2023; Mayer & Mussweiler, 2011; Six & Latusek, 
2023). Although traditionally distrust was conceptualised as the opposite of trust, 
recent studies posit that despite their naturally polarised definitions, they are in fact 
separable and distinct concepts (Dimoka, 2010; Komiak & Benbasat, 2008; Moody 
et al., 2014; Mthombeni & Chizema, 2022; Saunders et al., 2014). In the trust literature, 
three different perspectives on how trust and distrust relate to each other can be 
found (Guo et al., 2017): (1) trust and distrust as two ends of the same conceptual con-
tinuum with overlapping range (i.e. high trust implies low distrust and vice versa), which 
we will refer to as Perspective 1; (2) trust and distrust as two ends of the same concep-
tual continuum, but with neutral ground in between and no overlapping range (Per-
spective 2 in this article); and (3) trust and distrust as related, yet distinct concepts 
(Perspective 3 in this article). The conceptual discussion about which of the three per-
spectives is correct, is still ongoing.

Research on trust and distrust in public governance reflects this broader conceptual 
ambiguity. In the relations between citizens and the public sector, distrust has been 
mostly seen as the inverse or absence of trust (OECD, 2022; Osuna et al., 2021; 
Peeters & Dussauge Laguna, 2021). Recently, researchers have increasingly highlighted 
that this conceptualisation may be inaccurate and problematic (Bertsou, 2019; Bunting 
et al., 2021; Six & Latusek, 2023; Uslaner, 2015; Van De Walle & Six, 2014) and that trust 
and distrust may be better conceptualised as separate yet related concepts (e.g. 
Bertsou, 2019; Catala, 2015; Guo et al., 2017; Hardin, 2004; Krishnamurthy, 2015; 
Oomsels et al., 2019; Raaphorst & Van de Walle, 2018; Six & Verhoest, 2017; Van De 
Walle & Six, 2014). These contributions include empirical studies investigating the func-
tions of trust and distrust in interorganisational relations within the public sector 
(Callens & Bouckaert, 2019; Oomsels et al., 2019) and studies of distrust in regulation 
research (Gunningham & Sinclair, 2009a, 2009b). Recent research also recognises 
limits and risks in trusting in the context of public governance and calls for a more 
balanced approach to acknowledge functionalities as well as dysfunctionalities of 
trust and distrust. In the relation between citizens and the government (Bertsou, 
2019; Bunting et al., 2021; Devine et al., 2020a, 2020b), but also between public govern-
ance actors (Oomsels et al., 2019; Verhoest et al., 2024), the importance of distrust is 
seen as equal to that of trust (Hardin, 2004).

In line with the debate in the general trust literature, the discussion about the concep-
tual relation of trust and distrust in public governance is still ongoing and unresolved. This 
study seeks to assess how trust and distrust relate in public governance, and which one of 
the three dominant perspectives is best supported when confronted with new data on 
trust and distrust between actors in public governance settings. We do this in two 
ways. First, we study the direct relation between trust and distrust. Second, considering 
that trustworthiness is a crucial antecedent of trust and hence should relate closely to 
trust, we also assess its relationship with trust and distrust. This provides additional evi-
dence as to which one of the three perspectives fits best with the empirical reality.
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The paper seeks to contribute to the debate regarding how trust and distrust relate in 
public governance settings and by doing so it addresses four gaps in the literature.

First, although some studies have begun to explore distrust (e.g. Bunting et al., 2021; 
Hamm et al., 2023; Lee & Dodge, 2019), the field still lacks appropriate measurements. 
Existing surveys often fail to differentiate between trust and distrust and instead simply 
interpret low scores on trust questions as distrust (Cho, 2006; Schul et al., 2008; 
Uslaner, 2015). This study tests a newly developed one-item measure of distrust, enabling 
the study of distrust in a public governance setting in a way that is analogous to the study 
of trust, which is useful for both academic and policy-oriented purposes.

Second, there is an empirically backed consensus that trust largely (although not 
entirely, e.g. Bradford et al., 2022; Hamm et al., 2017) results from the assessment of 
the target’s trustworthiness, being its ability, benevolence and integrity (Dietz, 2011; Tom-
linson & Schnackenberg, 2022). Nonetheless, there is a lack of research on the relation 
between trustworthiness and distrust. This study, therefore, tests empirically not only 
how trust relates to distrust, but also how assessments of trustworthiness relate to 
both trust and distrust.

Third, to make conceptual progress, researchers need to move beyond focusing on citi-
zens’ trust in generic governance institutions (e.g. ‘government’, ‘public administration’) 
to more specific trust targets. Studies like Grimmelikhuijsen et al. (2020) have begun 
this, however they measure trust exhibited by citizens who do not necessarily interact 
with the target institution. Moreover, existing studies do not recognise that most citizens 
occupy professional roles and might evaluate trust and distrust in public institutions from 
the perspective of those roles. Our research fills this gap, offering a relational, experience- 
based view on trust in public governance settings, focusing on specific public organisa-
tions as trustees and specific public and private trustors who interact with these organi-
sations in their professional role (i.e. some form of elite trust, instead of public trust) 
(Verhoest et al., in press).

Fourth, while the number of empirical studies of trust is growing, most research 
focuses on single countries and sectors and taking the perspective of citizens or one sta-
keholder group. This is even more the case for the still-rare distrust studies. These limit-
ations pose severe challenges as to the generalisation of findings. Our study is unique 
as it uses data from multiple stakeholder groups, countries and sectors to study the 
relation between trust and distrust.

In order to empirically test how trust and distrust are conceptually related in public 
governance settings (directly and through their connection with trustworthiness), we 
use data from a recent survey that measured trust and distrust from different public 
and private stakeholders towards regulatory agencies across three sectors (financial 
sector regulation, food safety regulation, and data protection regulation) in nine Euro-
pean countries with different politico-administrative cultures and traditions (Kappler 
et al., 2024; Verhoest et al., 2024). Regulatory agencies are public bodies which supervise 
and enforce regulations towards private actors, and therefore have some autonomy 
towards both their political and administrative principals as well as towards the regulated 
sectors. Examples are the food safety regulators or financial market regulators as they 
exist in most countries. The stakeholders who were surveyed involve all the different 
actors who need to interact and collaborate with the regulatory agencies. This includes 
public actors like legislative politicians and civil servants from ministries and other 
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executive bodies, regulatory intermediaries and private actors including the regulated 
companies and their interest groups, and consumer associations that represent the con-
sumers of the regulated products and services.

To study trust and distrust relations in public governance, regulated sectors provide a 
meaningful context, because many stakeholders in regulated markets are locked-in with 
the regulatory agencies (Verhoest et al., in press). Thus, there is mutual vulnerability: The 
stakeholders are dependent on the regulatory agencies and the latter create various risks 
for the stakeholders. Furthermore, regulatory agencies exhibit characteristics, which are 
typical for many public organisations. They have to balance different demands and objec-
tives that often compete for prioritisation. Their performance is hard to compare with 
fixed norms, and to assess in general, because of the indirect effect through changing 
behaviour of affected stakeholders, the conflating influence of other contextual factors, 
the difficulty of attribution and temporal difference between actions and outcomes, 
and the fact that there are other actors involved in the regulatory chain (Coglianese, 
2012; Verhoest et al., 2023).

Important for the delineation of the paper is that its aim is not to explain levels of trust 
and distrust in regulatory agencies by referring to individual, organisational, sector or 
country factors. We do not seek to explain trust and distrust perceptions by referring 
to differences between agencies, sectors or countries, or even respondents. We do, 
however, control for as many of these factors as possible. The aim of the paper is thus 
to use novel empirical data to gauge how trust and distrust are related to each other 
in public governance, both directly, and indirectly through their connection with trust-
worthiness, while controlling for potential confounding factors. In so doing, we test 
which of the three dominant perspectives on the relation between trust and distrust 
are supported.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. First, we lay out a theoretical 
framework to clarify the differences among the three perspectives and to formulate 
expectations. Next, we bring in trustworthiness and use the three perspectives to the-
orise how trustworthiness would relate to distrust. We formulate expectations on 
how the link between trustworthiness and distrust would translate empirically in the 
three perspectives in order to be able to test them. The methods and data section 
follow thereafter. The results section reports the findings from our analyses, using the 
data from an international research project on trust and distrust between actors 
within regulatory regimes. We conclude by discussing the main implications of the 
results of our study.

2. Theoretical-analytical framework: conceptual relations between trust, 
distrust and trustworthiness

2.1. How do trust and distrust relate? Conceptual relations and expected 
empirical patterns

2.1.1. Conceptual relation between trust and distrust
The relation between trust and distrust has been conceptually approached from three 
perspectives, as shown in Figure 1 (Based on Guo et al., 2017; Sitkin & Bijlsma-Frankema, 
2018; Six & Latusek, 2023).
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First, in the Perspective 1, ‘low-distrust-as-high-trust’, trust and distrust are two ends of 
the same continuum (Schoorman et al., 2007), with high trust being equal to low distrust, 
and high distrust being equal to low trust. Trust and distrust are therefore basically part of 
the same judgement (Guo et al., 2017; Sitkin & Bijlsma-Frankema, 2018).

Second, in the ‘dyadic’ Perspective 2, trust and distrust are opposites on the same con-
tinuum, but with a neutral position in between and no overlapping range (see e.g. Guo 
et al., 2017). In this second perspective, whenever there is a moderate or high degree 
of distrust, trust is lacking, and any degree of trust above zero precludes the existence 
of distrust. In this perspective, however, trust and distrust can both be lacking, for 
example between actors who are basically indifferent towards each other because 
there are no dependencies between them or when they are ignorant about each 
others’ existence. In these two perspectives, high distrust obviates the possibility of 
high trust (Lewicki & Tomlinson, 2003).

Third, in the ‘distrust-as-different-from-trust’ Perspective 3, trust and distrust are 
qualitatively distinct phenomena that can co-exist and can have high or low intensity 
simultaneously (Kostis et al., 2022; Lee & Dodge, 2019; Lewicki et al., 1998; Lumineau, 
2017; Oomsels et al., 2019; Sitkin & Bijlsma-Frankema, 2018; Sitkin & Roth, 1993). In 
this view, the decisions of whether to trust and whether to distrust are two separate 
judgements, instead of two potential outcomes of the same decision (Guo et al., 
2017).

Empirical studies increasingly provide evidence that trust and distrust differ in 
many aspects. This indicates that trust and distrust are potentially different constructs 
and is in line with the Perspective 3. Trust and distrust are characterised by different 
emotions and thought patterns: While trust is characterised by calm, assurance, and 
security, distrust is generally associated with fear, anger, paranoia, worry, fear of 
loss, suspicion and wariness (Deutsch, 1958; Dimoka, 2010; McKnight & Chervany, 
2002; McKnight et al., 2004). The experience of distrust tends to be more intense 
and emotionally charged compared to trust, often manifesting as a heightened 
state of vigilance and negative emotions, making it more impactful than the generally 
calmer experience of trust (McKnight & Chervany, 2001b, 2001c). Furthermore, trust 
and distrust exhibit different processual patterns: Trust usually builds up gradually 

Figure 1. Conceptual relations of trust and distrust: three perspectives (based on: Guo et al., 2017).
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over time, while distrust may be a consequence of single action (Six, 2005) and appear 
abruptly (Lane & Bachmann, 1998). This ‘catastrophic’ view of distrust is reinforced by 
the finding that while trust may be domain-specific (Ferrin et al., 2007; Mayer et al., 
1995), distrust more often pervades across domains (Bies et al., 2018; Bijlsma-Fran-
kema et al., 2015; Sitkin & Roth, 1993) although distrust can also be domain specific 
(Six & Latusek, 2023).1 Processes of trust and distrust also differ because the elements 
that reduce distrust do not necessarily build trust (Cook et al., 2005; Guo et al., 2017; 
Lumineau, 2017). Furthermore, trust may be falsified in action, while the same is 
difficult in the case of distrust because people avoid forming relations with those 
they distrust and, by default, doubt information they receive from the distrusted 
parties (Gambetta, 1988; Luhmann, 1979; Nooteboom, 2002; Sztompka, 1999). Trust 
and distrust also have different behavioural consequences. Distrust on the individual 
level results in risk-averse behaviour, watchfulness, and vigilance (Cho, 2006; Kramer, 
1994, 1996; Lewicki et al., 1998; McKnight et al., 2004; Sitkin & Roth, 1993; Sitkin & 
Stickel, 1996) and on the inter-group level results in diminished cooperation and, 
where possible, avoidance of interaction with the other group (Bijlsma-Frankema et al., 
2015).2 Despite these important findings, however, empirical efforts to study the 
complex relation between trust and distrust are still limited, and their results remain 
inconclusive (Hamm et al., 2023; Kostis et al., 2022; Oomsels et al., 2019; Saunders & Thorn-
hill, 2004).

In the Perspective 3 in which trust and distrust are distinct concepts, an influential 
concept of trust–distrust relations was put forward by Lewicki et al. (1998), who claim 
that it is possible to have both trust and distrust within the same relationship. The 
co-existence of trust and distrust can be depicted in four quadrants in a two-axis 
scheme as depicted in Figure 2: low trust/high distrust (quadrant Q1), low trust/low 

Figure 2. Trust–distrust quadrants (based upon Lewicki et al., 1998; Oomsels, 2016; Saunders & Thorn-
hill, 2004).
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distrust (quadrant Q2), high trust/low distrust (quadrant Q3) and high trust/high distrust 
(quadrant Q4).

Whereas the quadrants of low trust/high distrust (Q1) and of high trust/low distrust (Q3) 
are easily imaginable, and the quadrant of low trust/low distrust (Q2) mainly refers to inter-
actions between non-interdependent actors, the quadrant of high trust/high distrust (Q4) 
may appear counter-intuitive. In the view of Lewicki et al. (1998), such interactions arise 
between actors who perceive high levels of interdependencies. The high trust/high distrust 
combination is manifested in segmented relationships, in which opportunities are pursued 
for some joint goals while vulnerabilities on other aspects are continuously monitored. Guo 
et al. (2017) relate the coexistence of trust and distrust to relational ambivalence, indicating 
four situations in which trust and distrust can coexist: (a) ‘multiplex’ relationships covering 
different domains with high trust existing on some domains and high distrust on other 
domains; (b) trust and distrust judgements involving different dimensions; (c) judgements 
involving different persons or units within the trustor and/or trustee (e.g. trusting one div-
ision but distrusting another division within an organisation); and (d) judgements involving 
different moments in the relationship.3

In the public governance field, the study of trust and distrust relations has been 
impeded by an ‘optimistic bias’ such that more trust is assumed to always be better (Gar-
giulo & Ertug, 2006; Oomsels et al., 2019). Focusing solely on positive aspects of trust may 
obstruct debates about functional expressions of low trust and distrust in the public 
sector, such as oversight, accountability and administration of checks and balances 
(Bouckaert, 2012). Noticing this, academics have recently begun to emphasise that a 
more balanced approach is needed to see both functionalities and dysfunctionalities of 
trust and distrust. Specific contributions have indicated that trust and distrust merit 
equal attention in the context of public administration in general (Van De Walle & Six, 
2014) and in regulation in particular (Six & Verhoest, 2017). In a recent empirical study, 
Callens and Bouckaert (2019) concluded that a balance of trust and distrust is needed 
for successful information transfer between judicial governmental agencies (see also 
Verhoest et al., 2024). Similarly, Oomsels et al. (2019) explorative field study illustrated 
that both interorganisational trust and distrust can be functional or dysfunctional in inter-
organisational interactions in the public sector.

2.1.2. Expected empirical relation between trust and distrust
Depending on which of the three perspectives on trust and distrust in a specific actor are 
correct, we expect to observe specific empirical patterns when analysing empirical data 
on separately measured indicators of perceived trust and distrust. First, when plotting 
the data graphically on a trust–distrust two-axis scheme, as shown in Figure 2, the 
extent to which observations are plotted in the different quadrants helps us to identify 
which of the three perspectives is supported. In Table 1 we specify how the distribution 
of trust–distrust observations would look in each of the three perspectives.

As specified and graphically presented in Table 1, observations in along the diagonal 
line crossing Q1 and Q3 in Figure 2 are compatible with trust and distrust being opposite 
sides of a continuum (the ‘low-distrust-as-high-trust’ Perspective 1). If trust and distrust 
were opposite sides of a continuum but with a neutral position in-between (the 
‘dyadic’ Perspective 2), then we would expect to see only observations on (or very 
close to) the X-axis, the Y-axis, and the zero -point on both axes in Figure 2. Following 
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this dyadic perspective, when there is a certain level of (e.g. high) trust, there is no distrust, 
and vice versa. There could also be relations in which both trust and distrust are very low 
or not present at all. However, if trust and distrust are different concepts (i.e. the ‘distrust- 
as-different-from-trust’ Perspective 3), one might be able to find observations in all four 
quadrants in Figure 2. In particular, observations in Quadrant Q4, representing responses 
which indicate both high trust and high distrust, are only possible if trust and distrust are 
indeed different concepts. The expectations about the empirical patterns to be found in 
support of each perspective are shown in Table 1 in which we also visualise what we 
would expect to see as patterns on the graphical representations (i.e. scatterplots plotting 
observations on trust and distrust, see Testtrust P1s; Testtrust P2s; Testtrust P3s with the 
number in these tests refer to the perspective being tested).

The relation between trust and distrust can also be assessed by analysing the statistical 
correlation between both variables. However, the association between trust and distrust 
might be biased by (over- or underrepresentation of specific) socio-demographic features 
of the respondents, by country-specific variables like culture, and by the actor types to 
which the respondents belong. Therefore, we can formulate competing expectations 
about the empirical relation between trust and distrust using partial correlations, as 
shown in Table 1, in the lowest rows of part A (see Testtrust P1c; Testtrust P2c; Testtrust 

P3c with the number in these tests refer to the perspective being tested).

2.2. How can we study the relation between trust and distrust through their 
connection with trustworthiness? Conceptual relations and expected empirical 
patterns

2.2.1. Conceptual relations of trustworthiness with trust and distrust
We can study the conceptual relation between trust and distrust not only by looking at 
their direct and mutual relation, but also by studying their link through their connection 
with trustworthiness as the main antecedent of trust. We know from the literature that 
trust is proximally influenced by trustworthiness and its dimensions (Dietz, 2011; Mayer 
et al., 1995). However, depending on the perspective one takes regarding how trust 
and distrust relate to each other, the expectations about how trustworthiness and its 
dimensions relate to distrust will also differ. If trust and distrust are different concepts, 
we would expect the trustworthiness dimensions to have strong correlations with trust 
but to have no or only marginally significant relations with distrust. In this section, we 
first develop this theoretically and then translate this into expectations which we can 
test empirically.

The extant literature has provided evidence that trust is predominantly based upon the 
perceived trustworthiness of the target (Dietz, 2011), with the target’s perceived charac-
teristics being what matters, not their objective qualities (Grimmelikhuijsen & Knies, 2017; 
Mayer et al., 1995). Trustworthiness has indeed been identified as one of two key antece-
dents to trust, alongside the psychological individual trust propensity of the trustor (Baer 
& Colquitt, 2018; Mayer et al., 1995). Trustworthiness consists of three dimensions: ability, 
benevolence, and integrity (Mayer et al., 1995; McEvily & Tortoriello, 2011). Ability refers to 
the expectation that the other party has the competence to successfully complete a given 
task, benevolence refers to the expectation that the other party cares about the trustor’s 
interests and needs, and integrity refers to the expectation that the other party will adhere 
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to principles that are acceptable to the trustor. The three-dimensional nature of trust-
worthiness has been validated empirically (e.g. Cummings & Bromily, 1996; Mayer & 
Davis, 1999; McKnight & Chervany, 2002), and specifically in a public administration 
context by Grimmelikhuijsen and Knies (2017).

Following this, if trust is strongly positively influenced by trustworthiness and the three 
trustworthiness dimensions, while distrust is strongly but negatively influenced by trust-
worthiness and its three dimensions, this would support the argument that trust and dis-
trust are opposites (in Perspective 1). In Perspective 2, the relation between 
trustworthiness and distrust would be attenuated in comparison with Perspective 1. In 
contrast, if trust and distrust are separate concepts (Perspective 3), trustworthiness and 
its three dimensions would be strongly related to trust but unrelated or only marginally 
and negatively related to distrust.

2.2.2. Expected empirical relations of trustworthiness with trust and distrust
If we assume that all trustworthiness dimensions will have equal value when affecting 
trust, we can formulate three competing expectations about the empirical relations of 
trustworthiness with trust and distrust that follow from the three perspectives on how 
trust and distrust are related to each other. These three competing expectations are 
shown in part B of Table 1. Perspective 1 posits that trustworthiness will exhibit a 
strong positive correlation with trust and a strong negative correlation with distrust, 
indicating that trust and distrust are two extremes of the same continuum with over-
lapping ranges. In Perspective 2, trustworthiness is expected to have a strong positive 
correlation with trust but only a moderate negative correlation with distrust, 
suggesting that while trust and distrust are part of the same spectrum, their ranges 
do not overlap. Finally, Perspective 3 asserts that trustworthiness will be strongly 
positively correlated with trust, but will have either a weak negative or no significant 
correlation with distrust, supporting the idea that trust and distrust are distinct 
constructs.

3. Data and methodology

3.1. Data

This study utilises data from an online survey conducted between December 2020 
and March 2021 in nine countries: Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Israel, the Nether-
lands, Norway, Poland, Spain, and Switzerland (see for full details on this survey: 
Bach et al., 2021). These countries belong to different politico-administrative cultures 
and geographical areas, include both EU members and associated countries (Norway, 
Switzerland, and Israel), and differ in their levels of societal and political trust (OECD, 
2022).

The dataset used for this study constitutes a subset of the survey and includes 
respondents who are stakeholders in three regulatory sectors: finance, food safety 
and data protection. The respondents reflect a wide scope of stakeholders in these 
regulatory regimes (see for more detail Table 2) and include public organisations 
involved in the regulatory processes (legislative bodies, executive bodies, regulatory 
intermediaries, non-judiciary arbitration bodies), regulated organisations, interest 
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groups, and consumer associations. Hence, the survey measures not public trust, but 
rather elite trust.

The respondents were selected based on a guideline to target the people at the organ-
isations with the most knowledge of the given sector. Regulated organisations were 
sampled, and within these organisations, the managers in charge of compliance or 
quality assurance was surveyed. Within the legislative bodies, all politicians in the 
involved parliamentary commissions were surveyed.

The selection of regulatory agencies as targets of trust/distrust relations is motiv-
ated by several considerations (see Verhoest et al., 2023; Verhoest et al., 2024). Regu-
latory agencies are highly discussed emanations of public governance. They are 
crucial for regulating societal sectors and markets, and they are highly influential. 
As their tasks are to regulate, supervise, and enforce, they impact actors and their 
activities evoke not only positive but also negative feelings. Moreover, their political 
salience and media coverage is quite high (Bach et al., 2022), not only in a positive but 
also a negative sense, which makes them focal points of trust and distrust relations. 
Our choice of regulatory agencies as the subject of trust and distrust also derives from 
the fact that these bodies have a clearly defined stakeholder regime, which includes a 
wide range of public and private actors like legislators, regulatees, and citizen interest 
groups. Stakeholders depend upon the agencies to achieve their goals and interests. 
Regulators also create risks for these stakeholders. Notably, regulatory agencies exist 
in the same sectors in different countries, providing opportunities for cross-country 
studies. In sum, recognisability and comparability, clearly defined stakeholder 
regime, dependencies, and risks make relations with regulatory agencies a suitable 
research focus to explore trust/distrust relations (Hamm et al., 2023; Verhoest et al., 
in press).

The TiGRE survey was conducted online, with 8195 respondents being targeted, yield-
ing 1484 individual responses. The response rate is 18.1%. An alternative response rate, 
labelled ‘organisational coverage’, examines the total number of unique responding 
organisations. This response rate hence provides information on the representativeness 
of the dataset in terms of covering different organisations relative to the total population 
of organisations. This alternative response rate is 24.2%. As we need full responses on all 
variables, and as we exclude the respondents from the regulatory agencies themselves, as 
well as those respondents who are not familiar with the regulatory agency in their sector, 
we use 752 responses in this paper. This sample is quite representative for the targeted 
and full sample (for full details on the response rate and other elements of the survey, 
see Bach et al., 2021).

Table 2. Respondents included in the analyses (N = 752).

Number of respondents per actor type
Financial 

sector
Food safety 

sector
Data protection 

Sector Total

Legislative politicians and executive bodies 36 122 61 219
Regulatory intermediaries 25 43 11 79
Regulatees 61 67 74 202
Interest groups (representing regulatees, labour and 

consumers)
24 34 18 76

Ombudsman and non-judiciary arbitration bodies 51 66 59 176
Total 197 332 223 752
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3.2. Operationalisation and measures

The survey was drafted with the aim to keep the questionnaire as short as possible (dur-
ation of 15 min) and not too demanding for respondents. As the survey asked questions 
about several issues and actors, the trust, distrust, and trustworthiness questions 
needed to be as economical as possible, while ensuring that the items asked measure 
the underlying concept. Special care was taken to ensure accurate interpretation of 
the questionnaire items by respondents (see Bach et al., 2021 for full details). Initially 
written in English, the questionnaire was translated into local languages by country 
teams, who were instructed to stay true to the English version yet ensure local clarity 
and naturalness. Country partners collaborated with the coordinating team to ensure 
consistent and accurate translations in different iterations of translation back and 
forth. Each team piloted the questionnaire with experts, similar to the target respon-
dents. Based on pilot feedback, modifications were made to the English version, 
prompting teams to update their translations and perform additional local cognitive 
tests. Overall, the survey was piloted with 37 respondents across nine countries, ensur-
ing language sensitivity and relevance.

3.2.1. Trust in regulatory agencies
One-item questions about trust towards institutions are common practice in large cross- 
country surveys, such as the European Social Survey (ESS), European Values Surveys and 
the European Quality of Life Surveys (EQLS), and – although debated – are generally 
accepted as meeting standards of reliability and validity (OECD, 2017; Uslaner, 2015, 
Bauer & Freitag, 2018, see also: Hooghe, 2011; Poznyak et al., 2014). To measure trust 
in regulatory agencies, we use the following item as recommended by the OECD Guide-
lines on Measuring Trust (2017): 

Think of your experience in your organization. How much trust do you have in each of the 
following institutions? Please answer on a scale from ‘0’ to ‘10’, where ‘0’ is no trust at all 
and ‘10’ is complete trust.

We use a numerical 0–10 scale with verbal scale anchors, as this allows for a high degree 
of variance in responses, increases overall data quality, and facilitates translatability across 
languages (OECD, 2017, p. 97). The verbal scale anchors refer to absolute responses 
(e.g. not at all/completely), as recommended, in order to minimise acquiescence bias 
and socially desirable responding and to allow for the full spectrum of possible responses 
(OECD, 2017). The introductory phrase ‘think of your experience in your organization’ was 
included to anchor the question in the respondent’s professional experience. The trust 
targets were the national regulatory agencies in each sector, and we only included 
responses from respondents who indicated that they are familiar with the national regu-
latory agency or agencies specified for their sector (see the list in Table S1 in the online 
supplemental information).

3.2.2. Distrust in regulatory agencies
Efforts to study distrust empirically are scarce, with contributions appearing in specific 
contexts or domains (Bijlsma-Frankema et al., 2015; Emborg et al., 2020; Guo et al., 
2017; Hamm et al., 2023; Lee & Dodge, 2019; McKnight & Chervany, 2001a; Moody 
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et al., 2014). As such, there still are no generally accepted survey questions. Taking into 
account the need to minimise items in the survey questionnaire, we therefore ventured 
to formulate an original item.

As distrust is a sensitive research subject (Saunders & Thornhill, 2011), it is advisable 
not to ask the respondents about their level of distrust directly but, instead, to focus 
on the kind of behaviour that distrust triggers. Distrust often triggers intentional and 
behavioural avoidance to suspend vulnerability on the basis of negative expectations 
about a counterpart under conditions of risk, dependency and uncertainty (Guo et al., 
2017; Oomsels et al., 2019). Despite the different reasons why an actor might be dis-
trusted, a core element of distrust is that it evokes feelings of suspicion and expec-
tations of harmful outcomes related to the target (Bertsou, 2019; Dimoka, 2010; Guo 
et al., 2017; McKnight & Chervany, 2002; McKnight et al., 2004; Ou & Sia, 2010), 
leading to risk-averse behaviour, watchfulness, and vigilance (Cho, 2006; Guo et al., 
2017; Lewicki et al., 1998; McKnight et al., 2004; Oomsels et al., 2019; Sitkin & 
Stickel, 1996). Two recent studies, which proposed scales to measure distrust 
between organisations (Raza-Ullah & Kostis, 2020) and between individual buyers 
and shops in e-commerce (Rusk, 2018), refer to this crucial aspect of distrust: being 
watchful because of negative expectations of harmful actions from the actor who is 
being distrusted.

Hence, to measure distrust in regulatory agencies, we formulated the following item: 

In your opinion, should your organization be watchful that the following institutions’ actions 
do not negatively impact your organization? Please answer on a scale from ‘0’ to ‘10’, where 
‘0’ is not watchful at all and ‘10’ is very watchful.

As confirmed during cognitive testing when piloting the survey before launch, this measure 
captures two key behavioural expressions of distrust: (a) watchfulness in the sense of ‘watch-
ing one’s back’ because of suspicion and (b) fear due to expectations of actions having nega-
tive consequences. It also refers to actions that negatively impact the respondent’s 
organisation to ensure (a) that respondents think of conscious deeds, not merely routine 
activities, and (b) that the question conveys the vulnerability and dependency on the 
other actor and the (c) negative expectations of harmful actions by the other actor.

The measures of trust and distrust employed in this study are designed to capture the 
critical elements of expectations inherent in the (dis)trust process, with trust being under-
pinned by positive expectations and distrust by negative ones. These measures are pre-
dicated on the concept that the essence of trust is the willingness to accept vulnerability 
(Mayer et al., 1995; Rousseau et al., 1998 ), which results from positive expectations (Dietz, 
2011). Conversely, distrust is characterised by an unwillingness to accept vulnerability, 
based on negative expectations (Six & Latusek, 2023).

Note that the one-item measurements of trust and distrust (and of trustworthiness) 
were designed to make the domain clear. Given that each actor type has its own role 
in the regulatory regime, this was a crucial point of attention when we designed and 
tested the survey. In the introduction and in each section, the survey described the regu-
lation of the sector and each actor’s involvement. Also, and more importantly, we asked 
about trust in each of the different actor types regarding their main task and role in the 
regulatory regime. Thus, we asked about trust in the national regulatory agency specifi-
cally for its task of regulating that sector.
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The same was done for the one-item question on distrust which was measured by 
asking about watchfulness: we made sure that respondents were thinking of their watch-
fulness in each of these different actor types regarding their main task and role in the regu-
latory regime. Specifically and relevant for the analyses in this paper, we asked about the 
respondent’s watchfulness towards the national regulatory agency specifically for its task 
of regulating that sector as a behavioural manifestation of distrust.

In this way, we asked both the one-item on trust and the one-item measurement 
on distrust in relation to the core task of the regulatory agency, inducing respondents 
to think about the same thing when scoring their trust/distrust in the regulatory 
agency. We acknowledge that optimally we would have had a battery of more 
refined questions on even more specific behaviours or subtasks of these bodies, but 
the limitations on the length of the survey did not allow for this. Considering that 
the different regime actors (legislative politicians, ministries, regulatory intermediaries, 
regulatees, interest groups and consumer associations) each have their own interests 
and expect to get different things from the agency in terms of information and 
decisions, our measures did not require us to specify what trust and distrust would 
relate to in each of these bilateral relations with the regulatory agency. We are thus 
able to compare data across the different actors as the one-item trust question and 
the one-item distrust question allowed us to assure a sufficiently similar focus for all 
actors surveyed.

3.2.3. Trustworthiness of regulatory agencies
Organisational trustworthiness comprises three dimensions: ability, benevolence and 
integrity (Mayer et al., 1995; Nooteboom, 2002; Schoorman et al., 2007). Our survey 
measured each dimension with one item (e.g. Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2018; Grimmeli-
khuijsen et al., 2020; Grimmelikhuijsen & Knies, 2017; Han & Yan, 2016; Maersch et al., 
2019; PytlikZillig et al., 2016). The following items were posed in a separate section of 
the survey, which was separated from the sections with the other variables by interlocu-
tory sections: 

The [name of core actor] is an important supervisory institution for [sector]. A main task of the 
[name of core actor] is therefore to assess compliance with existing rules for [sector].

On a scale from 0 (never) to 10 (always), to what degree do you think [name of core actor] will  
… 

… follow sound principles when interacting with others?    (integrity)

… take the interests of organizations like mine into account?  (benevolence)

… perform its tasks in a very competent way?        (ability)

The integrity dimension refers to the belief that the trustee adheres to a set of principles 
that the trustor finds acceptable (Mayer et al., 1995). This formulation allowed the respon-
dent to think of the principles they find acceptable and, at the same time, reduced social 
desirability bias by avoiding specific features like openness and honesty, for which there 
are strong social norms (Grimmelikhuijsen & Knies, 2017). The item on benevolence refers 
to categories of organisations (‘organizations like mine’) instead of specific organisations 
(‘my organization’). In regulatory regimes, actors may not require the regulatory agency to 
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consider the interests of specific companies, but they can reasonably expect the agency 
to consider the interest of their subgroup within the regulated sector. The ‘ability’ dimen-
sion is measured by referring to competence of actors to handle their tasks well, which 
ensures respondents think about performance in terms of competence.

The variable ‘trustworthiness’ is a factor-based variable, which was calculated, based on 
a principal-component factor analysis on the variables ‘ability’, ‘benevolence’ and 
‘integrity’.

The descriptives for the different variables (trust, distrust, trustworthiness and its 
dimensions) and the control variables are shown in the online supplemental information 
(Tables S5 and S6, and Figures S8 to S13, showing the histograms).

3.3. Methods

The methodology applied to study the relation between trust and distrust involves 
graphical representations and partial correlations. For the graphical representations of 
how trust and distrust relate we use scatterplots, plotting the data for each respondent 
on trust and distrust in each regulatory agency. Table 1 makes explicit what we expect 
to see in the scatterplots by inserting simplified representations with marked areas 
where we expect to find observations under each of the three perspectives. This makes 
it easy to compare the actual data with what we expect.

When using partial correlations to study the relation of trust and distrust in empirical 
data, we also need to control for an extended set of control variables in order to avoid 
biases due to under- or overrepresentation of certain groups of respondents in our data. 
The control variables include socio-demographics (gender, age, and education), the organ-
isational affiliation and tenure of the respondent, country dummies, and the actor type to 
which the respondent belongs. Partial correlations measure the correlation between Y and 
X, holding all other variables constant. That is, the relations with all other variables are par-
tialled out, leaving only the contribution of X. A partial correlation is the relationship 
between X and Y once the shared variance between X and another variable has been 
removed from X and once the shared variance between Y and the other variable has 
been removed from Y. For studying the relation of trustworthiness (and its dimensions) 
with trust/distrust, we similarly conduct partial correlations to assess how the trustworthi-
ness dimensions of ability, benevolence and integrity, and the underlying latent variable of 
trustworthiness relate to both trust and distrust, while controlling for the same variables. 
When interpreting the correlation values, we rely on Cohen’s (1988) guidelines: weak cor-
relation => 0.10; moderate correlation => 0.30; strong correlation => 0.50. We also 
provide the squared partial correlation, which tells us the unique contribution of X in 
explaining the total variation in Y. In other words, it gives the increase in R² when X is added.

We use partial correlations instead of regression analyses for two reasons. Firstly, when 
studying the relation between trust and distrust, one cannot assume an unidirectional 
influence from one of these variables on the other. It is unclear what the dependent 
and independent variables are in this relation, as both can be each other’s cause. There-
fore we use correlations because this is a measure of covariance without assuming that 
causality runs in a specific way (for example from trust to distrust). As we do not 
assume a clear direction of causality between trust and distrust, or between trustworthi-
ness and distrust, we opted for partial correlations instead of regression analyses.

16 K. VERHOEST ET AL.



Secondly, partial correlation analyses basically use regression analyses. Partial correlations 
are correlations between residuals that are calculated using regression analyses in each direc-
tion. For example, first, by using STATA the regression of trust on distrust, including all control 
variables, is conducted. Next, on the basis of this regression analysis the residual for trust is 
calculated. Then, the regression analysis of distrust as independent variable on trust as a 
dependent variable, is conducted, again including all control variables. On the basis of this 
regression, the residual for distrust is calculated. The last step is the calculation of the corre-
lation of these two residuals, which yields the partial correlation coefficient.

We control in these partial correlation analyses for a number of potentially confound-
ing factors which are potentially influencing both trust and distrust (or trustworthiness 
and distrust). We have listed the included control variables above. We control for sector 
by doing additionally the analyses separately per sector, of which we provide the 
results in the online supplemental information (see Figures S1 to S3 and Tables S2 to S4).4

4. Results

4.1. Relation between trust and distrust: empirical findings

What do we observe when we graphically plot the survey data regarding trust and dis-
trust perceptions on the two axis scheme with trust/distrust quadrants? Table 1 (part A) 
formulated our expectations of how we would recognise the three perspectives on 
such a scheme. In case that trust and distrust are opposite sides of the same 
concept in line with Perspective 1, then observations should appear along a diagonal 
line crossing Q1 and Q3 (Testtrust P1s, see Table 1). In case of Perspective 2, in which 
trust and distrust are related concepts with neutral ground in between, we expect 
that observations would appear on, or close to, the X-axis and the Y-axis as well as 
around the zero-point of the X- and Y-axes, and there should not be any observations 
in Q4 (Testtrust P2s, see Table 1). If Perspective 3 holds, with trust and distrust being 
indeed separate concepts, then we can expect to find in all kinds of combinations of 
low/high trust and low/high distrust. This would include combinations of high trust 
and high distrust, which would be impossible if trust and distrust are two opposites 
of the same context. Graphically (see part A in Table 1), Perspective 3, in which trust 
and distrust are separate concepts, would imply that we will see observations in all 
quadrants (I to IV), including in Quadrant IV (high trust–high distrust) on the trust–dis-
trust two axis scheme (Testtrust P3s, see Table 1).

Figure 3 plots the data on trust and distrust in national regulatory agencies by regime 
actors for the total sample on the trust–distrust axis scheme. We see indeed observations 
spread across all quadrants, and not only along the diagonal line crossing Q1 and Q3. 
We even see quite a large number of observations in Quadrant Q4 and where trust 
and distrust are both very high. Figure 3 shows the data for the different countries in 
different colours, and high trust/high distrust observations are present in all countries. 
These high trust/high distrust observations also do not seem to be sector-specific: in all 
sectors under study, high trust/high distrust observations are prevalent (see Figures S1, 
S2, and S3). Hence, when plotting our survey data graphically, it appears that trust and 
distrust are different concepts (Perspective 3) as the combination of high trust and 
high distrust is prevalent across sectors and countries, irrespective of the kind of 
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trustor.5 These results support Perspective 3 (Testtrust P3s) and are inconsistent with Per-
spective 1 (Testtrust P1s) and Perspective 2 (Testtrust P2s).

Next, we turn to the analysis of the partial correlations to assess the relation of trust 
with distrust (see also Part A in Table 1), controlling for socio-demographic variables, 
country, and respondent type. Our analysis shows that in the overall sample, trust has 
a significant negative, but rather weak relation with distrust in the full sample, with 
−0.187 as partial correlation coefficient. Moreover, the square terms of the partial corre-
lations show that trust only explains a marginal part of the variance of distrust (around 
3%, more specifically 0.035).

Thus, the evidence presented so far aligns most closely with the Perspective 3, 
suggesting that, in the regulatory context, trust and distrust (measured as watchfulness) 
are indeed different concepts (Perspective 3). In the scatterplots, we find many obser-
vations in the high trust/high distrust quadrant. Moreover, the partial correlation 
between trust and distrust is negative but small.

4.2. Relationships between trust and distrust through their connection with 
trustworthiness

We next look at the partial correlations between trustworthiness and its three dimensions 
with trust, and then turn to the partial correlations between trustworthiness and its 
dimensions with distrust. The partial correlation results shown in Table 3 indicate that 
ability and integrity correlate strongly with trust, and benevolence correlates moderately 
to strong with trust, with trustworthiness as the underlying latent concept strongly relat-
ing to trust.

Figure 3. Trust–distrust quadrants for the whole sample.
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However, as shown in Table 3, the relation of trustworthiness and its dimensions with 
distrust is much less pronounced, with trustworthiness, as well as ability, benevolence and 
integrity, correlating to distrust only weakly with a very low partial correlation coefficient 
around −0.1, and with marginal explanatory power (i.e. squared partial correlation of 
0.01). Again, these results provide strong evidence for the Perspective 3, with trust and 
distrust being different concepts as trustworthiness affects distrust much less than it 
affects trust (Testtrusworthiness P3c). Our findings provide no clear support for Perspective 
1 (Testtrusworthiness P1c) or Perspective 2 (Testtrusworthiness P2c).

5. Discussion and conclusion

Together, our results show that, in the public governance context, trust and distrust seem 
to be different concepts (Perspective 3). Hence, Perspective 3 is supported by our ana-
lyses. There are many observations recorded in the high trust/high distrust quadrant 
Q4 (cf. Figure 3). This suggests that trust and distrust can be very high at the same 
time.6 Similarly, when controlling for several control variables, trust and distrust are nega-
tively correlated, but only to a very weak extent.

The finding that trust and distrust may be different concepts is reinforced by our analy-
sis of the data on the relationship between trustworthiness and distrust. While trust-
worthiness and its three dimensions (ability, benevolence, integrity) clearly strongly 
correlate with trust, their relation with distrust is weak and negative. Hence, distrust, 
measured by being watchful for negative consequences of the actions of another 
actor, seems to be empirically hardly related to trust. These findings apply across 
countries, trustee, and type of trustor. However, there are some minor sectoral differ-
ences, which we discuss in the section on limitations.7

While the notion of trust and distrust being different concepts is in line with the litera-
ture, and while we find clear support for trustworthiness and its different dimensions as a 
strong predictor of trust, the findings regarding the marginal relation of the trustworthiness 
dimensions and distrust are more puzzling. Apparently, the co-existence of trust and distrust 
does not necessarily mean that the trustee is trusted on one or two of the trustworthiness 
dimensions and distrusted on another. Rather, we find observations that are simultaneously 
high on trust, high on distrust, and high on all three trustworthiness dimensions.

This suggests that respondents may use different bases for evaluation when reporting 
their trust and distrust in an actor and when assessing ability, benevolence and integrity. 
In line with Guo et al. (2017), this would mean that the relational ambivalence of 

Table 3. Partial correlations between trustworthiness (and its dimensions) and trust/distrust.
Trust (N = 752) Partial correlation coefficient (square term of partial correlation)

Trustworthiness and Trust Total: 0.571*** (0.327 )
Ability and Trust Total: 0.575*** (0.331)
Benevolence and Trust Total: 0.417*** (0.174)
Integrity and Trust Total: 0.543*** (0.295)
Trustworthiness and Distrust Total: −0.114*** (0.013)
Ability and Distrust Total: −0.102*** (0.010)
Benevolence and Distrust Total: −0.104*** (0.011)
Integrity and Distrust Total: −0.103*** (0.011)

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.1.

JOURNAL OF TRUST RESEARCH 19



stakeholders with a regulatory agency does not necessarily stem from different ratings of 
the agency’s trustworthiness dimensions. Instead, stakeholders may exhibit high levels of 
both trust and distrust towards the agency simultaneously, because they evaluate 
different aspects of the agency’s performance. For example, stakeholders might trust 
the agency in certain domains, activities, or tasks where it has proven competence and 
reliability. However, they might distrust the agency in other areas where its actions or pol-
icies have raised concerns. This indicates that the high trust and distrust observed are 
likely due to stakeholders differentiating between various domains or functions of the 
regulatory agency, next to inconsistencies in the perceived dimensions of trustworthiness.

If that is the case, one could question whether the evidence we present actually 
excludes the possibility of Perspective 2 – the dyadic view on trust and distrust: 
If indeed trust and distrust co-exist because they are referring to different domains, tasks 
or parts of the organisation, then one might ask, if trust and distrust measures zoom in 
on a sufficiently specific domain, task, or part of the organisation, would then trust and dis-
trust emerge as two opposites with neutral ground in between. This also relates to the ques-
tion of what trust and distrust items are meant to measure: general trust or distrust across 
domains or domain-specific assessments. In our data, at least to some extent it is domain- 
specific trust and domain-specific distrust which seem to co-exist. This conflicts with Per-
spective 1 but cannot (yet) completely rule out Perspective 2.

Thus, it could be argued that consideration of our distrust item (using watchfulness 
based on suspicion and negative expectations of harmful actions as an indicator) in com-
bination with different trust levels gives us information about the presence of general 
versus domain-specific trust or distrust. One could conceive that high watchfulness is a 
sign of across-the-board distrust, but only in combination with low trust. High trust 
without watchfulness is then indicative of the trustee being highly trusted ‘across the 
board’. In contrast, high watchfulness in combination with high trust may then be a sign 
of domain-specific trust going together with distrust in other domains. This may manifest 
itself in some kind of ‘watchful trust’ or an attitude of ‘trust but verify’ (Möllering, 2006; 
Verhoest et al., 2024), or as Oomsels et al. (2019) put it, functional trust together with func-
tional distrust. A combination of low trust and low watchfulness then refers to an attitude 
of an actor being indifferent in terms of perceived dependency or risks towards the other 
actor, because the former actor does not perceive any relevant or worthwhile dependen-
cies towards or risks for harmful actions from this latter actor and hence has no need for 
trust or distrust.

6. Limitations and future research

This study has several limitations. The measure of distrust as watchfulness for actions 
negatively impacting the trustor’s organisation as based in suspicion and negative expec-
tations of harmful actions needs further testing and validation. Indeed, all single-item 
measures have limitations, although recent experimental and non-experimental research 
show that a single-item measure is in many instances sufficient to assess respondents’ 
perceptions (e.g. Wright et al., 2016). However, multi-item measurements should be 
tested in future research and compared. Focusing on watchfulness based in suspicion 
and negative expectations of harmful actions as behavioural manifestation of distrust 
might well be sufficient in the specific context of regulatory relations, where actors 
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cannot opt to fully avoid interactions or step out of the relationship. Nevertheless, it may 
well be the case that in other contexts, other measures or even more fine-grained concep-
tualisations of the trust–distrust dichotomy may be more appropriate. For instance, in pol-
itical science, a new conceptualisation of mistrust has recently been proposed to indicate 
citizens’ attitude of alertness and vigilance towards the government in a situation where 
they have not yet decided to trust or distrust institutions (Bunting et al., 2021; Jennings 
et al., 2021). To us, this notion of mistrust (prior to the trust or distrust decision) is distinct 
from our measure of being watchful based in suspicion and fear because the trustor has 
negative expectations of harmful actions, which we use as the measurement for distrust. 
Nonetheless, further research in other fields and between other classes of actors is needed 
to determine whether (or how) distrust and related notions of suspicion and fear-based 
watchfulness should be more finely differentiated from and positioned in relation to 
this new notion of mistrust.

Relatedly, further research on measures will be crucial to effectively capture acceptance 
of vulnerability, central to the concept of trust (Hamm et al., 2023; Hamm & Banner, in press; 
Mayer et al., 1995; Rousseau et al., 1998). There has been a recent call within the field to shift 
the focus of mainstream trust research towards vulnerability (Hamm et al., 2023; Hamm & 
Banner, in press; Schafheitle et al., 2023). Our study utilised measures that primarily focus on 
expectations as the basis for deciding whether to accept vulnerability. Future research 
should endeavour to develop measures capable of capturing the element of (un)willingness 
to accept vulnerability in surveys. Initial efforts in this direction have so far been limited 
to conceptual and qualitative explorations (Hamm et al., 2023; Hamm & Banner, in press; 
Nienaber et al., 2015; Siegrist, 2021; Tsui-Auch & Möllering, 2010).

Another limitation of our argument is that this cross-country, cross-sector study shows 
the relations between trust, distrust, and trustworthiness in relation to different stake-
holders’ perceptions of the national regulatory agencies in the studied sectors. Can obser-
vations about many different trustors but only one trustee make a sufficient case for trust 
and distrust being different concepts in public governance? Developing these empirical 
tests only for one kind of trustee (i.e. the regulatory agency) might indeed not be con-
sidered as compelling evidence. However, additional analyses on the same dataset for 
different stakeholders’ trust in other trustees, like legislative politicians and courts, not 
shown in this article, point to similar empirical patterns. Naturally, this study is also 
limited by sample size and selection, which is typical for large-scale cross-national 
studies. Future studies with different samples, including other sectors and countries, in 
particular other public governance settings, are needed to validate these results.

Another limitation of our approach is that our study provides a relational, experience- 
based view of trust and distrust in public governance by focusing on specific public 
organisations and individual trustors who interact with these organisations in their pro-
fessional roles. While this perspective offers valuable insights, it also introduces potential 
issues of particularisation and raises the risk for findings that are not easily generalisable. 
As our empirical data focuses on relations of different kinds of actors (legislative poli-
ticians, administrators, regulatory intermediaries, regulatees, business interest groups, 
and consumer associations) with the regulatory agency, our findings allow for some gen-
eralisation to different kinds of public governance relations. But our findings may still be 
to some extent relation-specific, depending on individual experiences with a particular 
person within the organisation rather than the organisation itself. This relation-specificity 
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of trust and distrust dynamics could limit the generalisability of our results. Future 
research should explore the extent to which trust and distrust in public organisations 
are influenced by individual interactions versus broader organisational characteristics, 
and how these dynamics impact general perceptions of public governance. Moreover, 
further research should study whether our findings are observed when dealing with 
more impersonal trust in public governance institutions, where such personalised 
relationship would not exist.

Our findings on the relationship between trustworthiness and trust and distrust 
present intriguing puzzles, opening avenues for further research. In the literature, dis-
trustworthiness (sometimes termed also untrustworthiness) has been predominantly 
viewed as the opposite of trustworthiness, a notion recently challenged (cf. Hamm 
et al., 2023; Six & Latusek, 2023). Consequently, the conceptual debate is nascent, and 
empirical evidence varies. Authors like McKnight et al. (2004), Moody et al. (2014, 
2017) have suggested that distrust arises from incompetence, malevolence, and 
deceit. Incompetence (or inability) and malevolence are clearly antithetical to ability 
and benevolence. Yet, Six and Latusek’s recent contribution (2023) posits that deceit 
might not be necessary for distrust, as Mayer et al.’s (1995) original formulation 
framed integrity in terms of value congruence rather than intentional misinformation. 
Empirically, scholars argue that distrust can stem from a lack of ability, integrity, or 
goodwill (Lewicki et al., 1998; Oomsels et al., 2019; Van De Walle & Six, 2014). Conversely, 
Sitkin and Roth (1993) suggest trust is built on expectations of ability in task execution, 
while distrust hinges on perceived value incongruence. Thus, while incompetence (or 
inability) may diminish trust, distrust primarily arises from perceived value mismatch 
(Chambers & Melnyk, 2006; Lewicki et al., 2006; Sitkin & Roth, 1993; Sitkin & Stickel, 
1996). Supporting this, experimental studies indicate that breaches of trust related to 
ability are more readily mended than those involving integrity and malevolence (Kim, 
2018; Tomlinson & Mayer, 2009). However, the issue is far from settled8 and calls for 
more systematic empirical exploration.

This study can also offer a point of departure for more fine-grained studies into the 
relations between trust and distrust in regulatory regimes (see e.g. Verhoest et al., 
2024; Verhoest et al., in press). Our study did not delve into the differences in trust and 
distrust perceptions between agencies, sectors or countries, or even respondents. Our 
study did not explain levels of trust and distrust in regulatory agencies by referring to indi-
vidual, organisational, sector or country factors, as this was not its objective. For example, 
the sector-specific analyses shown in the online supplemental information (Figures S1 to 
S3 and Tables S2 to S4) render somewhat different results for the data protection sector as 
compared to the finance and food safety sector. In data protection, there was more evi-
dence of a negative relation between distrust and both trust and trustworthiness while in 
the other two sectors these relations are much weaker. This may be because, in the data 
protection sector, respondents express positions with less nuance, like attitudes of perva-
sive distrust where low trust is combined with high watchfulness, and less often express 
domain-specific trust and distrust. This might in turn be explained by data protection 
being a regulatory regime that is less mature and more in flux especially given the 
recent adoption of the GDPR. The less mature character of the sector implies that 
national regulatory agencies may be generally less well-known and less predictable 
for actors in the regime which may lead to less nuance and less domain-specific 
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judgements of trust and watchfulness by these other actors. Data protection is also a 
more intangible outcome for stakeholders to assess. Hence, stakeholders in data protec-
tion may report relatively more trust and watchfulness perceptions which are, them-
selves, negatively correlated. Exploring such sector-related, but also individual, 
organisational, and country factors can be an important extension of this work in the 
future. Future work should address above-mentioned challenges to bring more fine- 
tuned knowledge on the characteristics of trust and distrust (Verhoest et al., in press).

The findings also have practical relevance. This study is timely as declining trust, or 
growing distrust, in the public sector is likely to have a profound impact on public 
governance (Peeters & Dussauge Laguna, 2021; Raaphorst & Van de Walle, 2018). Differ-
entiation between trust and distrust has important policy implications, as people who 
have positive expectations towards target organisations and people who have negative 
expectations may respond very differently to actions initiated by these organisations 
(Peeters & Dussauge Laguna, 2021). Specifically in regulated markets, the interplay of 
trust and distrust constitutes a major societal issue as we do not know what mix of 
trust and distrust would be best for effective and efficient functioning of regulatory 
regimes (Jordana & Levi-Faur, 2004; Six & Verhoest, 2017; but see Verhoest et al., 2024). 
Moreover, this study makes the case for a newly developed one-item measure of distrust 
enabling the study of distrust in a public governance setting, which is useful both for aca-
demic and policy-oriented purposes (see the OECD multi-country and single-country 
studies and recommendations on trust in public governance, cf. OECD, 2022).

Notes

1. Domain-specificity in trust refers to the concept that trust is not uniformly applied across all 
aspects of the relationship but it is confined to specific areas or contexts within a relationship. 
Trust’s domain-specificity means that positive expectations about the trustee’s behavior are 
confined to particular contexts, reflecting the trustor’s differentiated evaluation based on 
past interactions and relevant expertise in those domains.

2. Note that this avoidance of interaction is not possible in our research setting, where actors are 
obliged to interact.

3. Note that Saunders and Thornhill (2004) indicate that trust and distrust can only co-exist to a 
certain extent and that extremely high trust cannot be combined with an extremely high dis-
trust (see also Oomsels, 2016; Oomsels et al., 2019). Therefore, they propose a truncated 
quadrant of high trust/high distrust to accurately represent the relationship between trust 
and distrust. This is shown in Figure S4 in the online supplement information. It is clear 
that this perspective would show differently graphically compared to the three basic perspec-
tives we study in this paper (see part A of Table 1, last column).

4. The use of partial correlations assumes that the relations between the variables are linear. In 
the online supplemental information we check this (see Figures S5, S6, S7).

5. One might ask whether these high trust/high distrust observations stem from one specific 
trustor, implying for example that only regulatees would report high trust/high distrust. 
However, when checking what patterns we see for each kind of trustor, we observed that 
in all three sectors, public actors also report high trust/high distrust combinations when 
assessing their trust/distrust in the national regulatory agencies. We also checked whether 
high trust/high distrust perceptions might be dependent on the kind of trustee that one is 
observing. However, similar high trust/high distrust observations are found when considering 
legislative politicians from the national parliament or courts as trustee. Thus, high trust/high 
distrust observations also do not seem to be trustee-specific.

JOURNAL OF TRUST RESEARCH 23



6. Thus, in our data, this quadrant is not truncated as suggested by Saunders and Thornhill 
(2004, see Figure S4  in the online supplemental information), indicating that extremely 
high trust cannot be combined with an extremely high distrust.

7. In the online supplemental information, extra analyses, both in terms of graphical representations 
(Figure S1, Figure S2, Figure S3) and partial correlations (Table S2, Table S3, Table S4) are shown 
which show that these empirical patterns also hold in the three studied sectors, being financial 
sector, food safety sector and the data protection sector, but with some differences.

8. For example, Cho (2006) actually formulates opposite expectations, suggesting that benevo-
lence fosters trust more strongly than it reduces distrust, whereas ability reduces distrust 
more strongly than it strengthens trust.
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