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INTRODUCTION

Since the 1980s, transparency has be-
come one of the most recognised reme-
dies for the main dysfunctions in po-
litical and administrative systems (Hood
and Heald, 2006). The implementation of
a transparency policy is seen as a key in-
stitutional design principle that helps gov-
ernments and public administrations
achieve a broad range of objectives, in-
cluding building citizens’ trust in the oper-
ation of their institutions, reducing politi-
cal corruption and enhancing institutional
performance (Cucciniello, Porumbescu
and Grimmelikhuijsen, 2017; Hood, 2010;
Hood and Heald, 2006; Meijer, 2013). How-
ever, while it is true that the principal tar-
get group of transparency is made up of
institutions, the primary objective is to im-
prove citizens’ perceptions of those insti-
tutions. Transparency is thus intended to
change the behaviours of both institutions
and citizens: the objectives referring to gov-
ernment and administration are related to
making them more competitive, open and
functional; whereas the objectives referring
to citizens are linked to increasing trust in
institutions through greater accountability,
participation and citizen control (Cucciniello,
Porumbescu and Grimmelikhuijsen, 2017).

The rationale that connects citizens and
institutions within transparency policies is
closely linked to the influential ability of third
parties who watch an individual’s or an in-
stitution’s operations, thus gauging their
performance. This goes beyond the vast
opportunities provided by technology for
the dissemination and processing of infor-
mation. In historical terms, the conviction
that citizens behave appropriately when
they know they are being watched and
monitored can be traced back to Bentham’s
“panopticon”. Villoria, in a similar vein,
pointed out that the idea of control and
oversight is at the core of transparency and
publicity in government activity: “Checks

are insufficient: in comparison with public-
ity, all other checks are of small account”
(Villoria, 2015: 65).

The evolution of transparency poli-
cies has been strongly marked by the pro-
gressive emergence of political liberalism,
which advocated greater control of gov-
ernments’ operations (Erkkila, 2012; Hood,
2006). Since then, transparency has be-
come a cornerstone of Western-style liberal
democracy and this type of legislation is be-
ing adopted in a wide variety of countries
around the world (Roberts, 2006; Dragos,
Kova¢ and Marseille, 2019). Apart from the
proactive publication of information, the lat-
est developments in transparency appear
alongside the right of access (both individ-
ual and collective), which takes the form of
citizens’ demand for public information. This
evolution in the legal framework suggests a
gradual strengthening of institutional trans-
parency devices, potentially driven by evi-
dence that the anticipated shift in citizens’
perceptions has not materialised. This pa-
per aims to investigate citizens’ basic un-
derstanding of what transparency is at this
time of great institutional impact.

This article seeks to explore the con-
cept of transparency as first identified by
citizens in a series of focus groups and then
followed by a survey in which citizens were
asked about their understanding of trans-
parency. The focus groups helped us to
identify potential hypotheses and avenues
of research, incorporating innovative per-
spectives on how individuals analyse trans-
parency and situate it personally in relation
to the functioning of the institutional system.
A questionnaire was designed and distrib-
uted to a representative sample of citizens
in Catalonia in order to contrast their degree
of agreement with different conceptions of
transparency linked to institutional trust.

We subsequently focused on local gov-
ernments to facilitate better allocation of po-
litical responsibility, given their proximity and
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the public’s generally favourable assess-
ment of them. Using municipal governments
as the political reference point enabled a
clearer identification of responsibilities and,
consequently, streamlined the proposed
methodological approach.

The aim of this paper is to explore the
idea of control as a punitive component in
the use of, and demand for, institutional
transparency in the face of a lack of trust.
The research question guiding this paper
can therefore be formulated as: does a lack
of trust by citizens lead to a punitive con-
ception of transparency?

This article is structured as follows: The
theoretical framework is explained following
the introduction. This includes a definition
of the concept of transparency to be used;
discusses the key theoretical expectations
regarding the effects of transparency on cit-
izens; and reviews the major contributions
to the relationship between trust and trans-
parency. The main expectations, the data
and the methodology employed are then
presented. This is followed by the main re-
sults of the empirical study and a general
discussion, including the ensuing theoretical
and practical implications of the research.

THE CONCEPT AND CAUSAL
CONSTRUCTION OF TRANSPARENCY
POLICIES

According to the main definitions of the
concept of transparency, it can be char-
acterised as an institutionalised relation-
ship between public bodies and citizens,
based on the provision and exchange of in-
formation and data. Bauhr and Nasiritousi
(2012) understood it as the disclosure of
information that is relevant for evaluating
institutions; Cotterrell (2000) conceptual-
ised it as not only the availability of infor-
mation, but as the ability to engage in par-
ticipation and use it to create knowledge;

Grimmelikhuijsen and Welch (2012), simi-
larly to Meijer (2013), relied on the two di-
mensions of the concept mentioned above
and described transparency as the availa-
bility of information about an organisation
that allows an external actor to monitor and
evaluate its performance.

Based on the above definitions and on
the existing legal frameworks, some core
aspects can be identified to characterise
the foundations of transparency as a public
policy. Firstly, and most notably, it is com-
pulsory for most public bodies (institutions
and organisations), but with varying levels
of coercion. Secondly, it is founded on the
requirement that public information held by
public bodies be made available (either ac-
tively or reactively). Thirdly, this publicity
requirement must allow for the basic func-
tioning of the public body in question to
be controlled, monitored and understood
(mainly by citizens). In other words, the duty
of public bodies to provide information on
how they operate is primarily based on the
principle that citizens (or any stakeholder)
can “appraise” and “understand” their op-
erations. The causal construction of policy
is thus based on forcing institutional change
(openness) to increase citizens’ ability to
appraise the performance and workings
of public administrations on the basis of
the information that they make available.
The mere existence of this appraisal ex-
erts pressure on institutions to work bet-
ter. Finally, the causal construction of pol-
icy indicates that the result of the improved
performance shaped by transparency may
generate citizens’ perception of political in-
stitutions as being more trustworthy and le-
gitimate, thus increasing trust.

In general, the emergence of transpar-
ency regulations and policies seems to
be associated with periods when percep-
tions of government mismanagement have
led to demands for change. In the United
States, three particularly important periods
can be identified (Roberts, 2006, 2015): the
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first one covers the two decades preced-
ing World War |, when the popular out-
cry against political corruption led to a call
for greater openness in legislative pro-
cesses, campaign financing and election
administration; the second period was the
mid-twentieth century, when the rapid ex-
pansion of government bureaucracy re-
sulted in a demand for openness in admin-
istrative processes; and the third was the
mid-1970s, when the debate over the Vi-
etnam War in the United States of Amer-
ica, the misconduct of federal intelligence
agencies and President Nixon’s abuses of
power gave rise to another set of reforms to
create a more transparent government. Un-
doubtedly, transparency was clearly seen
from the outset as an antidote to corrup-
tion (Castellanos, 2022). The idea of control
in transparency epitomises both the fight
against corruption and against any abuse of
power and inefficiency.

At this point, it is relevant to note a cer-
tain parallel with the Spanish case, since
the enactment of the Spanish legislation on
transparency—one of the most recent in the
EU—was closely linked to the context of the
economic and political crisis that had be-
gun in 2008. With a view to promoting in-
stitutional improvement, Law 19/2013 com-
bined three fully complementary aspects:
transparency, access to information and
good governance. These were accompa-
nied by a significant number of obligations
and requirements applicable to the pub-
lic sector as a whole (Magre et. al.,, 2021;
Medir et. al., 2021). According to Villoria and
Izquierdo (2015), the ultimate goal of these
legal provisions is to achieve good gov-
ernance, which is understood as a form of
governance that upholds the core values
of transparency (accountability, effective-
ness, coherence and participation, among
others) in both formal and informal institu-
tions. A recent report that emanated from
the discussions of the working subgroup
for the reform of the Spanish transparency

law clearly identified the need to incorpo-
rate a stronger open government paradigm
across all transparency regulations, espe-
cially basic State legislation. Moreover, the
multi-tiered nature of the Spanish State has
generated a proliferation of regional regu-
lations that has had a significant impact on
the public sector (Ballester, 2015). Dabbagh
(2015) used data from the Centro de Inves-
tigaciones Socioldgicas (CIS) to analyse cit-
izens’ perceptions and the initial impact of
Spanish transparency regulations, conclud-
ing that the results had been limited at that
time.

Current political rhetoric also assumes
that there is a strong relationship between
transparency and accountability, with an
ensuing increase in trust (Fox, 2007). How-
ever, there are sound academic arguments
to substantiate that this relationship is nei-
ther so obvious nor so direct (for an exten-
sive review, see Villoria, 2021; Michener,
2019; Pozen, 2020; Wang and Guan, 2022).
Generally speaking, the expectations about
the contribution that transparency makes
to increasing institutional trust on the part
of citizens are extremely high, whereas the
academic understanding of this relationship
remains limited.

Interestingly, the analysis proposed by
Wang and Guan (2022) can be used to situ-
ate the various positions in the literature re-
garding the possible effects of transparency
on trust. They differentiated between mod-
els that predicted positive outcomes on trust,
those that anticipated negative effects, and
those that concluded that there should be
no negative effects. The first group of mod-
els included the theories of rational choice
and deliberative democracy. Models of pro-
cedural justice could also justify this posi-
tive relationship, although they could in turn
identify reasons for increased frustration.
Along the same lines of increased frustration
and disappointment were the theories that
foresaw transparency as having a negative
impact on trust. Authors who were doubt-
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ful as to the possible benefits of transpar-
ency (Byung-Chul Han, 2013; O’Neill, 2002;
Etzioni, 2016; Pozen, 2019) were also in-
cluded in this group. In particular, O’Neill ar-
gued back in 2002 that, despite having more
information than ever before, transparency
may produce results contrary to those ex-
pected. In fact, she stated that the most gen-
uine trust is based on the absence of infor-
mation or on having “no need” to have it.
She also noted that it is not surprising for
public distrust to have increased during the
years in which openness and transparency
became more firmly established. While trans-
parency destroys secrecy, it does not con-
strain deception and deliberate misinforma-
tion which subvert relations of trust:

Transparency and openness may not be the un-
conditional goods that they are fashionably sup-
posed to be. By the same token, secrecy and lack
of transparency may not be the enemies of trust
(O’Neill, 2002: 18).

Other authors have related the demand
for transparency to more ideological as-
pects. Thus, Etzioni (2016, 2018) consid-
ered that transparency is a concept that can
be used as a pretext for deregulation. She
also agreed with O’Neill that transparency
may not produce the expected results and
that it often harbours hidden ideological bi-
ases. Byung-Chul Han (2013) highlighted
the perversity of transparency in the sense
that, in his view, it is the opposite of trust:
where transparency arises, it is because
there is no trust. Pozen (2020) contended
that there is a need for a sociological turn
in our understanding of the effects of trans-
parency policies to date. He concluded that
transparency is not in itself a coherent nor-
mative ideal, nor does it have a direct in-
strumental relationship to any primary ob-
jective of governance.

However, it has been accepted by much
of the contemporary literature that trust is
often treated as a beneficial by-product
of transparency policies, based on the as-

sumption that they are mutually reinforc-
ing concepts (Brown, Vandekerckhove and
Dreyfus, 2014). Indeed, many transparency
and freedom of information laws are legiti-
mised by, and build their causal expectation
on, an expected increase in trust.

Most studies on the relationship be-
tween trust and transparency have yielded
similar results, which are largely inconclu-
sive and highly dependent on context and
individual characteristics. In one of the first
papers published on the subject, Parent,
Vandebeek and Gemino (2005) examined
the extent to which e-government initia-
tives have succeeded in increasing voters’
trust and external political efficacy. They
noted that individuals with an a priori trust
in government and with high levels of in-
ternal efficiency have their trust in govern-
ment reinforced through electronic inter-
action with their governments. They also
described the opposite situation: individuals
with low self-efficacy will not increase their
trust, regardless of the medium of interac-
tion and the level of transparency. A few
years later, Piotrowski and Van Ryzin (2007)
studied the effects of transparency on local
government in the United States. The arti-
cle acknowledged the contextual challenges
and classified individuals on the basis of
their satisfaction with the services provided
by the local government. They hypothe-
sised that citizens who viewed the govern-
ment’s workings favourably may have less
reason to demand that the government be
transparent (effectively paving the way for
a model of transparency based on con-
trol and punishment). The results generally
suggested that those citizens who consid-
ered government to be already sufficiently
open demanded less transparency, while
those who described it as opaque tended
to demand more. People who were politi-
cally engaged and often interacted with the
government also tended to demand greater
transparency. In other words, the greater
citizens’ trust in their local governments
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was, the lower their interest in transparency
regarding certain specific matters. Villoria
noted that transparency was itself an effect
of distrust in political and economic power
(Villoria, 2019: 17).

In later studies, Grimmelikhuijsen (2010)
noted that prior trust played an important
role in the perception of trust in (local) pol-
itics, and therefore perceived levels of trust
in local government were largely determined
by pre-existing impressions of government.
In a later paper, Grimmelikhuijsen hypoth-
esised (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2012) that emo-
tional shortcuts were determinants of trust,
but that their influence could be moderated
by the effect of transparency. Again, the re-
sults were inconclusive, as prior attitudes
and predispositions towards government
appeared to be more important than the
effect of transparency in itself. In a similar
vein, Grimmelikhuijsen, Porumbescu, Hong
and Im (2013) analysed the effect of trans-
parency on citizens’ trust, but in two com-
pletely different national cultures: the Neth-
erlands and South Korea. The paper tested
the effects of a particular type of trans-
parency: transparency in decision-making,
transparency of information about specific
policies, and transparency in policy out-
comes and effects. They concluded that
transparency seemed to have more nega-
tive than positive effects on trust in govern-
ment and appeared to produce lower im-
pacts in the short term.

Finally, Mabillard and Pasquier, in a
more recent study (2015), investigated the
endogenous character of transparency in
relation to trust. Their starting point was
that, if trust in government was most of-
ten seen as a positive effect of transpar-
ency, it could also be perceived as a factor
that influences citizens’ perception of trans-
parency. Their results for the Swiss case
led them to question the commonplace as-
sumption that there is a positive correlation
between transparency and the production
of trust in government. In their conclusions,

they stressed that any study on this topic
should give considerable attention to the
factor of “initial or prior trust” in institutions,
as it may play a highly significant role in the
observed relationship.

Overall, the meta-analysis con-
ducted by Cucciniello, Porumbescu and
Grimmelikhuijsen (2017) concluded that,
in terms of results, there appeared to be a
greater propensity for transparency to im-
prove the quality of financial management
and reduce the levels of public-sector cor-
ruption than to improve trust, legitimacy
and accountability, which had less conclu-
sive results (Cucciniello, Porumbescu and
Grimmelikhuijsen, 2017). Their meta-anal-
ysis clearly showed that contextual condi-
tions were important, since transparency
could contribute positively to accountabil-
ity in some circumstances but not in others.
This review revealed some of the factors
that condition the effect of transparency
identified so far, which included national
culture and values, the type of political is-
sue and participation, the form of govern-
ment, and the method used to improve
transparency. Similarly, another meta-anal-
ysis carried out by Wang and Guan (2022)
concluded that transparency seemed to in-
dicate a positive impact on trust, but iden-
tified numerous nuances depending on the
type of transparency involved (including
the mechanism, timing, object, as well as
the models and methodological strategies
used). Villoria (2021) also stressed the sig-
nificance of the conditional nature of con-
textual factors in understanding the individ-
ual effects of transparency policies.

The analysis of the relationship between
transparency and trust, both in terms of the-
oretical approaches and possible empirical
evidence, yielded vastly different results.
In addition to the aforementioned mod-
erating factors, it is essential to consider
the various elements that may influence
how citizens define and perceive transpar-
ency. On a general and aggregate basis, the
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study that comes closest to the approach
taken in this article is that by Mabillard and
Pasquier (2016), which focused on the rela-
tionship between transparency and trust in
ten countries during the period from 2007 to
2014. Their research did not confirm a pos-
itive relationship between transparency and
trust in government. However, it was the
first (and almost the only) empirical study
that was based on an expectation such as
the one in this article: that transparency re-
sults from the absence of trust. Indeed,
Mabillard and Pasquier found that trans-
parency and trust did not have a linear rela-
tionship, and that a certain degree of uncer-
tainty was necessary for trust to exist.

HYPOTHESIS

The theoretical framework described above
outlines a somewhat inconclusive set of re-
sults, leaving room for further contributions
to this field. The main results of studies of
citizen-oriented effects of, or demands for,
transparency—patrticularly in relation to the
connection between transparency and trust
in government—were significantly more di-
verse and heterogeneous than the results
of studies analysing the effects on govern-
ments.

The theoretical framework indicates
that the relationship between trust in gov-
ernment and institutional transparency is
not clear-cut and may be influenced by a

number of factors. In fact, several of the
aforementioned studies highlighted the im-
portance of prior trust both in the percep-
tion and assessment of transparency, and
in the value of transparency. Thus, when
citizens have low levels of trust, both in
diffuse and specific terms, they are more
likely to view institutional transparency as a
control mechanism rather than as a means
to trust in or improve a government. Trans-
parency is largely perceived as an instru-
ment of control and oversight of the gov-
ernment apparatus when individual trust is
either non-existent or badly eroded, rather
than the other way around.

It is plausible, then, that part of the “la-
tent” social demand for transparency is ac-
tually punitive and distrustful of the public
sector. It is therefore feasible that the re-
sults published to date are contradictory
because they have not taken into consid-
eration this “latent” or “undisclosed” as-
pect of transparency. This article seeks to
provide an alternative view that can com-
plement the existing ones, based on a
model that includes citizens’ perspectives
and takes into account the prior trust res-
ervation in order to understand what cit-
izens mean when they demand transpar-
ency. Contextual factors and, in particular,
prior individual trust are shown to be a de-
termining factor within this framework, as
they shape the way in which individuals
conceive transparency, including its effects
and assessment.

FIGURE 1. Theoretical expectation of the effects of transparency policies
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The relationship between transparency
policies and trust is based on a causal ex-
pectation that the effects of government and
public administration transparency would
generate an increase in citizens’ trust in the
functioning of a government apparatus. This
is graphically represented in Figure 1 below.

However, our approach takes into ac-
count that prior trust acts as a mediating or

conditioning element of transparency policy
outcomes. This contribution is based on the
assumption that prior trust affects individ-
uals’ perception of transparency, such that
a lack of trust changes the way in which
individuals conceive and assess the func-
tions and effects of transparency. Prior trust
might be a distorting element in the poten-
tially linear, direct and positive relationship
between the two concepts. In other words,

FIGURE 2. Alternative expectation of the effects transparency policies
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the causal expectation that increased
transparency leads to greater trust would
primarily apply to citizens who initially had
higher levels of trust, but not to those who
lacked such trust from the outset. Thus,
the causal mechanisms outlined above are
conditioned by whether individuals previ-
ously had trust in public institutions.

This alternative explanation means that
the prior trust reservation has an effect
on citizens’ perception of transparency.
The model shown is visually akin to the
previous one and operates similarly, but
considers the effect of transparency to be
mediated by individuals’ prior trust. The
mechanism described here may provide a
clearer explanation for the commonly ob-
served link between transparency and trust:
a transparency policy tends to reinforce or
amplify existing levels of trust in individu-

[

als who already possess a certain degree
of trust; however, it has little impact on in-
dividuals with low levels of trust.

The main expectation of this article is
that the conception of transparency, under-
stood as the monitoring of public officials
by citizens, is generated by the absence of
trust. Our working hypothesis, then, con-
nects trust and transparency in such a way
that the independent variable—citizens’
prior institutional trust—has an impact on
the dependent variable of interest, which
is the variation in the conception of insti-
tutional transparency. Thus, the main hy-
pothesis is that the lower the level of insti-
tutional trust, the higher the probability of
considering transparency as an instrument
of control rather than as an instrument of
institutional improvement, accountability
and participation.
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DATA AND METHODOLOGY

Qualitative techniques (focus groups) were
used in the initial, more exploratory phase
of the study, in order to better delimit the
link to be explored and the possible analy-
sis techniques to be employed at a later
stage’. In these groups a clear interaction
between the variables of trust and trans-
parency was observed, suggesting a cer-
tain degree of reciprocal influence.

The results of the focus groups showed
that the demand for transparency seemed
to be more linked to distrust than to trust,
and that trust appeared to be more rele-
vant than other aspects such as efficiency,
proximity, prestige and recognised social
value. In fact, it was clear from the discus-
sion that institutional transparency was not
deemed to be necessary if there was trust.
Some participants did not see transpar-
ency either as being a necessary compo-
nent or as having an impact on their level
of trust in institutions, while others saw
transparency as a requirement in the con-
text of a total lack of trust. In light of these
results, it was decided to carry out a sur-
vey of a representative sample of citizens

1 Two two-hour long focus groups with seven and
eight members, respectively, were held, as this meth-
odology allows for the exchange of views and ideas and
helps to build a better understanding of participants’
motivations and perceptions. The following variables
were taken into account:

— 100 % were residents in the metropolitan area of
Barcelona.

— 44 % men and 56 % women.
— Age:
— A group of twenty-five to thirty-five year old par-
ticipants.
— A group of thirty-six to fifty year old participants.
— Both participants with and without children.
— People in employment.
— Level of education: secondary/university.

— No participants were employed by the local govern-
ment or affiliated to any political party.

— People who were highly interested in political/social
current affairs.

in Catalonia to gain a deeper understand-
ing of how they perceive institutional trans-
parency.

The survey was carried out on a sam-
ple of 1603 individuals over the age of
sixteen2. The dependent variable—the
concept of transparency—was operation-
alised using the following closed question
“What does transparency primarily mean to
you?”. The response options corresponded
to the three main functions of transpar-
ency:

— What allows public officials to explain
what they are doing.

— What makes it possible to control gov-
ernment officials.

— What allows citizens to participate.

We identified the first option as a mech-
anism for improving accountability and the
information available; the second is what
we consider to be an oversight device, with
no desire to improve the political system
other than strictly for control purposes; and
the third option is linked to the possibil-
ity of enhancing the individuals’ influence
on political action. The difficulty in meas-
uring transparency as a negative concept
is obvious, particularly considering that a
direct question was used. In this case, we
analysed the perception of transparency
essentially as a mechanism for the con-
trol and scrutiny of public officials, as op-
posed to other perspectives that empha-
sise a less control-oriented relationship

2 Technical note: uniform sample allocation in four ter-
ritorial areas (the city of Barcelona, the rest of the Met-
ropolitan Area, the rest of the Metropolitan Region and
the rest of Catalonia), stratified by districts in the city of
Barcelona and by municipality size in the rest. Random
selection of interviewees using interlocking quotas for
sex and age. In order to obtain overall results, the data
were weighted according to the real weight of each of
the territorial areas. The sampling error was + 2.5 % for
the total sample, with a confidence level of 95.5 % and
p=qg=0.5. For each of the territorial areas, the sampling
error was + 5.0 %. The fieldwork was conducted be-
tween January 21 and January 28, 2022.
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between the governing and the governed.
It should be noted that, although the term
“control” refers to one of the classic func-
tions of transparency, it still has a connota-
tion that presupposes that citizens have a
specific position and relationship to public
institutions. If the option of increased par-
ticipation could be seen as positive, and
accountability as proactive monitoring de-
pendent on political will, the term “control”
is more negatively loaded, and refers to a
vision of strict surveillance and permanent
scrutiny that involves distrust almost by
default.

The survey also included indicators
about trust in institutions. A decision was
made to ask participants about the degree
of trust in the city council because this is
the most highly regarded public institution
among citizens and the one that is least
rejected, as well as being the most eas-
ily identifiable. The main socio-economic
variables—age and level of education—
were included in the multivariate models,
together with the size of the municipality.
The degree of trust in the city council was
measured on a scale from 0 to 10; munic-
ipalities were grouped into four size cate-
gories; the respondents’ level of education
was classified into three levels; and age
was grouped into four intervals.

The methodological strategy sought to
assess the relationship between individ-
uals’ levels of trust and the way in which
they conceive transparency as an insti-
tutional mechanism. A multinomial logis-
tic regression model was selected for
the analysis to examine the determining
factors that influenced the perception of
transparency among the group that viewed
it as a control and monitoring policy, com-
pared to those who did not consider con-
trol to be the primary characteristic of
transparency.

MAIN RESULTS

The main indicator of what citizens mean
by transparency, therefore, was a closed
question designed to test the dimensions
that are commonly reported to be part of
this concept. The responses were distrib-
uted across one third of the study popula-
tion. Although the options show slight dif-
ferences, the response that we considered
to be the most neutral, reflecting the idea
of accountability, was the one that would
be placed as the first option.

TABLE 1. What does transparency mean to you?

Total
Proposition 0: What makes it possible to 30.0
control government. '
Proposition 1: What allows citizens to
. 29.5
participate.
Proposition 2: What allows government 33.7

officials to explain what they are doing.
Na-Nk 3.3

Source: Authors’ own creation.

The structure of the question meant
that respondents were asked to choose
a single answer from the three provided.
Running three independent logic models
implicitly entailed that the respondent first
decided whether they agreed or disagreed
with answer 0, repeated the process for
answer 1, and then repeated the same pro-
cess for answer 2. In this way, it might be
assumed that the individual would be mak-
ing three independent decisions when an-
swering the question and could potentially
choose more than one alternative. How-
ever, the wording of the question did not
allow for this answer structure. Each in-
dividual was required to choose only one
of the alternatives and make a decision
in which all three alternatives were con-
sidered at the same time. For this reason,
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the most appropriate model to analyse re-
spondents’ behaviour in this case was a
multinomial logistic regression, which al-
lows decisions with more than two alterna-
tives to be modelled.

This model required that one of the re-
sponses be defined as a reference point. In
this way, the model would provide informa-
tion on how the probability of choosing the
other options with respect to the base al-
ternative changes depending on the value
taken by the different explanatory varia-
bles. Logically, the reference point was
the idea of transparency as an instrument
for citizens’ control over those governing
them, since the interest of the research lies
in establishing the relationship between the
degree of institutional trust and the con-
cept of transparency that focuses strictly
on oversight.

The active variables in the model are as
follows:

— The degree of trust in the city coun-
cil, measured on a scale from 0 to 10,
grouped into three intervals for simplic-
ity’s sake.

— Municipality sizes were classified
into four categories: a population of
10 000 or less; of 10 000 to 100 000; of
100 000 to 500 000; and of more than
500 000.

— The level of education of the respond-
ents was divided into three levels: re-
spondents with no education, with
compulsory education, with post-com-
pulsory education and/or with university
education.

— The age of respondents was grouped
into four ranges: 16-29, 30-45, 49-59
and 60+.

The results of the model are shown in
Table 2.

73
TABLE 2. Results of the models
1 2
Participation Accountability

Trust of 5-7 0.382** 0.559***

(0.151) (0.144)
Trust of 8-10 0.841* 1.051**

(0.212) (0.203)
[Ref.: Trust from 0-4]
Age: 16-29 -0.225 -0.618*

(0.221) (0.203)
Age: 30-44 -0.562** -0.774*

(0.220) (0.200)
Age: 45-59 -0.507* -1.101**

(0.216) (0.203)
[Ref.: Age: over 59]
Municipality size -0.198 -0.337*
< 10,000 (0.208) (0.199)
Municipality size -0.294 -0.170
10,000-100,000 (0.234) (0.218)
Municipality size -0.119 -0.246
100,000-500,000 (0.225) (0.214)
[Ref.: Mun. +500,000]
No formal -0.119 -0.00413
education (0.470) (0.519)
Compulsory -0.591 -0.128
education (0.474) (0.521)
Post -compulsory -0.682 -0.243
education (0.473) (0.520)
Post -compulsory -1.246™* -0.405
vocational (0.468) (0.513)
[Ref.: Higher education]
Constant 0.931* 0.907

(0.528) (0.563)
Observations 1,526 1,526

Source: Authors’ own creation.

Table 2 shows how the probability of
choosing the alternative that regards transpar-
ency as a participatory tool for citizens (first
column of the model) or the alternative that
characterises transparency as a means for
better accountability and information (second
column of the model) varied with respect to
the response of primary interest (base alterna-
tive), which is citizens’ oversight ability.
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As can be seen in Table 2, the variables
of age and institutional trust showed a signif-
icant effect on how participants understood
transparency. Looking at the first column of
the model, an individual declaring a confi-
dence level of between 5-7 (compared to an-
other with a reported confidence level of be-
tween 0-4) was associated with an increase
in their probability of choosing alternative 1,
i.e. enhanced influence of civic participation
(compared to choosing alternative 0). When
a comparison was made between an indi-
vidual with a trust level of between 8-10 and
one with a trust level of between 0-4, this was
also associated with an increase in the prob-
ability of choosing alternative 1 over alterna-
tive 0. The structure was similar with the age
variable: its increase was associated with a
decrease in the probability of choosing this
alternative with respect to 0, linked to over-
seeing public institutions. The results exhib-
ited the same trend when analysing column
2 (which compares the effect of the variables
age and trust on the probability of choosing
alternative 2 with respect to alternative 0).

The results indicated that a low level of in-
stitutional trust was associated with a higher
probability of choosing the response that
referred to government oversight. In other
words, less institutional trust contributed to
seeing transparency as an instrument of con-

trol of government officials, thus giving rise
to the concept of punitive transparency as a
mechanism for penalising lack of trust.

These results revealed the direction of the
effect, while the strength of the coefficients
obtained from the model indicated its trend;
a positive coefficient implies an association
with an increased probability, whereas a neg-
ative coefficient suggests the opposite. Ta-
ble 3 completes this information and depicts
the marginal effects of the variable measur-
ing the degree of institutional trust. It indi-
cates the number of percentage points by
which the probability of choosing each of
the response alternatives varied according
to citizens’ degree of trust, thus measuring
the magnitude. The base category was low
institutional trust (ratings of 0-4). The three
response alternatives—or the key theoreti-
cal dimensions underpinning the concept of
transparency —demonstrated distinct rela-
tionships with institutional trust. These differ-
ences enable the identification of two diverg-
ing pathways. Generally speaking, a rise in
the degree of institutional trust increased the
perception of transparency as a mechanism
for accountability, while a decrease in the de-
gree of trust on the part of citizens increased
the likelihood of perceiving transparency as a
mechanism for controlling public officials.

TABLE 3. Marginal effects of the variable that measures the level of institutional trust

dy/dx Delta-method V4 P>|z| [95 % conf. Interval]
std. err.

Trust 0-4 (base outcome)
Trust 5-7
_predict
Proposition O -0.1045379 0.0279162 -3.74 0.000  -0.1592526 -0.0498232
Proposition 1 0.0191289 0.026669 0.72 0.473  -0.0331414 0.0713991
Proposition 2 0.085409 0.0277859 3.07 0.002 0.0309496 0.1398684
Trust 8-10
_predict
Proposition O -0.191346 0.033918 -5.64 0.000 -0.257824 -0.1248679
proposition 1 0.0503309 0.0359109 1.40 0.161 -0.0200531 0.1207149
Proposition 2 0.1410151 0.0376705 3.74 0.000 0.0671823 0.2148478

Source: Authors’ own creation.
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According to these results, an individual
with a trust level of between 7-8 was 10.45
percentage points less likely to choose
transparency as a control mechanism than
an individual with a trust level of between
0-4. The effect was even more evident when
comparing respondents with a higher level
of trust (between 8-10), as the probability of
choosing the answer linked to the oversight
of government officials was almost twenty
percentage points lower (19.13 points).
Therefore, it is not only the direction of the
relationship that indicated a negative asso-
ciation between trust and the perception of
transparency as a control mechanism; it is
also the magnitude of this relationship that
strongly confirmed its validity.

Conversely, trust was linked to a greater
likelihood of viewing transparency as a
means for enhanced accountability. More
specifically, an individual whose trust level
was between 5 and 7 was 8.5 % more likely
to conceive transparency in this way, com-
pared to someone whose trust level was be-
tween 0 and 4. Furthermore, an individual
with a trust level of 8 to 10 was 14.1 % more
likely to select this answer than someone
with a trust level of 0 to 4.

The above description is clearly illus-
trated in Figure 3, which depicts the per-
centage change in the probability of se-
lecting a given response according to the
respondents’ level of trust.

FIGURE 3. Marginal effects of the degree of institutional trust

0.5

0.4

Probability

o
w

0.2

0.1
0-4 5-7

Source: Authors’ own creation.
Finally, it is also interesting to note that

the probability of choosing the response
linked to greater citizen participation did not

Allowing control of
—®— government officials

__a. . Allowing citizens
to participate

--e--- Allowing government
officials to explain what
they are doing

8-10

seem to be affected by the level of trust (the
coefficients were positive, but not signifi-
cant).
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DISCUSSION OF RESULTS
AND CONCLUSIONS

This paper aims to shed light on the re-
lationship between trust and institutional
transparency, an area which, despite be-
ing one of the most extensively studied,
still has room for further contributions. We
have shown that there is not enough clear
empirical evidence to have an accurate
and robust understanding of the relation-
ships between these two variables. Fur-
thermore, we have noted that, from a the-
oretical perspective, the conception of
transparency’s functions can be traced
back to an origin that could be character-
ised as “punitive”. This goes beyond what
has been demonstrated in the literature, as
it not only involves a link between trans-
parency and distrust (Villoria, 2019), but
also entails that transparency can be in-
strumentalised as an aggrieved mechanism
if there is no prior trust.

Bearing in mind the measurement lim-
itations that we have acknowledged, our
results suggest that many of the demands
for transparency may be traced back to the
perception that something is not operating
properly or, more generally, to a need for
control based on a lack of trust, as high-
lighted by some of the theoretical contribu-
tions cited above. These findings confirm
the results obtained in the focus groups in
which citizens who showed greater trust
in institutional workings did not believe
that there was a need for increased trans-
parency. In contrast, those who had lower
trust clearly demanded a more transparent
operation.

The quantitative analysis shows a neg-
ative relationship between the variables of
interest: the perception of transparency re-
lated to a will to control public officials in-
creases as trust in institutions decreases.
A greater distrust of institutions involves
seeing transparency as a means of prior-

itising oversight over other functions and,
in particular, over the most obvious one:
accountability. This dynamic suggests an
intention to employ transparency as a tool
driven by a somewhat punitive rationale.

This finding may help address the dif-
ficulties identified in the literature (which
were reported in our analysis of the state
of the question) in terms of establishing a
clear relationship between the two varia-
bles (trust and transparency); and it chal-
lenges the idea that this relationship is
merely linear and direct. While we cannot
assert that greater transparency necessar-
ily leads to greater trust, these results in-
dicate that higher levels of distrust tend
to drive the use of transparency in a man-
ner that could be seen as having a puni-
tive purpose; the objective does not seem
to be greater accountability or avenues for
participation, but rather stronger oversight
and scrutiny.

The models also show other interest-
ing relationships, particularly those linked
to age, since as age increases, the likeli-
hood of viewing transparency as punitive
or controlling seems to increase. Similarly,
more educated citizens are also more likely
to view transparency as an instrument for
controlling the government.

Likewise, those participants who do not
perceive transparency as an instrument for
controlling public officials characterise it as
an instrument to increase participation or
make it easier for government officials to
explain their performance, which increases
with trust in a statistically significant way.
This reinforces the notion that the objective
of control in transparency becomes more
pronounced in contexts where distrust ex-
ists. Given their lack of trust, citizens at-
tempt to compensate for their misgivings
using instruments that allow for increased
control; but this does not entail that the
mere existence of such mechanisms will

Reis. Rev.Esp.Investig.Sociol. ISSN-L: 0210-5233. N.° 191, July - September 2025, pp. 63-80



Lluis Medir Tejado, Jaume Magre Ferran and Esther Pano Puey

7

ensure the repair or reconstruction of the
damaged relationship.

While these results are preliminary, in
general terms they open up an interesting
avenue for further research in this area. In
response to the empirically unfounded op-
timism that assumes an almost automatic
relationship between transparency poli-
cies and increased citizen trust in the in-
stitutional system, some caution should be
applied regarding the potential influence
of preexisting levels of trust or distrust on
the hypothetical effects of transparency.
This oversight-driven logic can readily be
associated with a punitive intent that uses
transparency as a sanction-based mech-
anism for strict scrutiny, which is driven by
mistrust.
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