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ABSTRACT

New information and communication technologies bring the enticing
potential to improve the efficiency, effectiveness, and transparency of
government administration and services. One theorised outcome of e-
government that has received little empirical attention is its ability to build
citizens’ trust in government. This thesis contributes to this knowledge
through a comparative study of the impacts of two Chilean e-services on
citizens’ trust in the institutions of democratic government. This research
traces the causal processes from the influence of the e-services on the
trustworthiness of public sector institutions to how, for whom, and in what
circumstances the e-services directly affect citizens’ trust in those
institutions.

The research approach draws from social realist assumptions and, in
particular, the ontology offered by critical realism. This approach allows
for the development of a novel e-government and institutional trust
framework that integrates a wide range of trust theories from political
science, sociology, psychology, and information systems. Extending the
framework, the thesis proposes fifteen middle-range causal hypotheses
that link e-services to institutional trustworthiness and citizens’ trust in
those institutions. These hypotheses are then empirically grounded in case-
specific hypotheses which are subsequently tested and refined through
both a within-case analysis and cross-case comparison.

Within limits, this study provides insight into the potentials and limits of
e-government to improve the trustworthiness of the public sector.
Furthermore, by adopting a street-level epistemological perspective of
citizens’ interpretations and explanations of e-service interactions, the
thesis contributes to the micro-level understanding of the interactions of e-
services and citizens’ trust in public sector institutions. A central finding is
the importance of self-interested concerns and direct user benefits in
shaping perceptions and interpretations of the citizen-e-service interaction.
The findings also provide empirical insight into the theoretical and
practical importance of discerning between theories of how to build
trustworthy institutions and trust in those institutions.
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1 INTRODUCTION: TRUST AND E-GOVERNMENT

Trust has been a concern for philosophers since the ancient Greeks and undoubtedly
beyond (O'Hara 2004). The trust of everyday vernacular is something that almost
everyone has experience with, yet is a social intangible that, like describing a feeling,
often confounds articulation. It is essential to our lives as social creatures, but is most
powerful when it remains in the background. Only when trust is compromised do we see
how it weaves its way into our social milieu of interactions, expectations, and

relationships.

Trust is hypothesised to have almost mythical importance as shown by its various roles in
contemporary social theory. Without some level of basic trust in the stability of the
natural and social worlds people would be racked with existential insecurity and would
not be able to get out of bed in the morning (Giddens 1990). Trust is a key element of
social relationships and even love (Solomon and Flores 2001). It facilitates social
coordination by providing reassurance when acting in times of ignorance of others’
behaviour (Gambetta 1988a, Offe 1999, p. 43). Trust also provides an alternative to
coercive methods of control for shaping social behaviour (Coleman 1994, Reed 2001). It
is considered a public good that “makes possible production and exchange” (Dasgupta
1988, p. 64)." Social capital, of which trust is a central component, is theorised to play a
role in the development of good democratic institutions (Putnam 1993). In short, trust is
thought to have an important causal, and often stabilizing, influence within the web of

our social relations.

As the world has rocketed towards modernity, the relevance of trust in society has
arguably undergone a transformation. The contemporary world is characterised by an

increased interconnectedness, speeding up, and deepening impact of a variety of inter-

' For example, taking a macro perspective, Fukuyama (1995) argues that different rates of economic
growth of countries can be attributed in part to whether they are low or high-trust societies.
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regional flows (Appadurai 2002, McGrew 2000).” This increased inter-linkage and
interdependency brings increased risks (Giddens 1990) extending the vulnerabilities of
individuals while increased complexities reduce chances for individuals to monitor
vulnerabilities (Warren 1999c, p. 3). The benefits of a more complex, differentiated, and
diverse society can only be generated when balanced by trust:

“Where there is trust there are increased possibilities for experience and action,
there is an increase in the complexity of the social system and also in the number
of possibilities which can be reconciled with its structure, because trust constitutes
a more effective form of complexity reduction” (Luhmann 1979, p. 8).

Trusting anonymous others and institutions provides the assurances that enable
coordination of actions over large domains of space and time (Giddens 1990).? Given this
role of trust, it is no wonder that trust has become a major area of research in the 21"

century (O'Hara 2004, p. 23).

Many of the processes of modernisation are not abating as witnessed by the
contemporary spread of e-government. Given the centrality of information technologies
to public sector bureaucracies, it is no surprise that the emergence of new ICT and the
Internet has provide the impulse for a global diffusion of e-government applications
(Heeks 2005). If Giddens is right, as governments introduce new ICT into government (e-

government), trust will only gain in importalnce.4

While the introduction of e-government systems may increase the need for trust, their

impact on building this trust is, at present, both empirically and theoretically unclear

* Processes of globalisation and technology are interacting as mutually reinforcing drivers of change
(Hanseth and Braa 2000, p. 39), fundamentally transforming work and life, at least in the western context
(Walsham 2000).

? “Trust in abstract systems is the condition of time-space distanciation and of the large areas of security in
day-to-day life which modern institutions offer as compared to the traditional world. The routines which
are integrated with abstract systems are central to ontological security in conditions of modernity” (Giddens
1990, p. 113).

* Several recent theorists have argued that this situation actually makes trust less important, “trust is no
longer the central pillar of social order, and it may not be very important in most of our cooperative
exchanges” (Cook et al. 2005, p. 1). This position turns Giddens’ relationship of trust and modernity on its
head. Giddens argued that with the breakdown of tradition brought along by modernity has made trust a
central part of one’s dealing with the abstract systems in modern society (Giddens 1990). Instead, Cook et
al. argue that the “long-term change from small communities to mass urban complexes, mere coordination
and state regulation have become far more important, we argue, while the actual role of trusting relations
has declined relatively” (Cook et al. 2005, p. 1). This issue will be taken up in detail in chapter 3.
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(Avgerou et al. 2006, Kearns 2004, West 2005). The introduction of ICT into
government and leveraging the interconnectivity of the Internet provide new potential
avenues for altering,” perhaps revolutionising democratic forms of governance. These
changes are, however, double-edged. For example, Castells (2001) argues that at the turn
of the century, the Internet and new ICT are working to “deepen the crisis of political
legitimacy” by promoting the “politics of scandal” rather than to foster knowledge and
participation of citizens. Indeed, competing dynamics are most likely at work in any
democracy; pulling, pushing, and shaping the resultant institutional social, economic,

legal, and political framework.

These issues lie at the heart of this thesis. In particular, how do the changes brought about
by e-government influence the citizen-government relationship and in particular, citizens’
trust in government? This chapter provides a brief introduction and overview of this
thesis. Section 1.1 begins with a discussion of the underlying issues that contextualise
and justify research on trust and e-government. This discussion motivates the research by
arguing that there is a significant causal relationship between trust, democracy,
development, and e-government (1.1.1). Furthermore, the limitations of the theoretical
and empirical knowledge of the relationship between e-government and trust are
highlighted, demonstrating a clear gap in our knowledge that will be this research’s niche
(1.1.2). Then section 1.2 dives into the research on trust performed in this thesis. The goal
of this section is to provide sufficient detail about the research approach, conceptual
framework, and research methods to give a working understanding of the thesis. If the
reader is interested in more details regarding the research methodology, data analysis
techniques, and research performed, these are available in Appendix 1. Finally, section

1.3 concludes by laying out the structure of the thesis.

> For example, the shift of citizen-government interaction from citizen to civil servants to faceless e-
services mark a potentially significant qualitative change to a central institutional access point that is
significant in the negotiation of the citizen-government relationship (Giddens 1990).
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1.1 ON TRUST AND E-GOVERNMENT
Trust has become a major area of research and theory in contemporary political science
given the emergence and spread of democracy. It is especially topical given the myriad of
states that have transitioned from authoritarian to democratic regimes. The citizen-
government relationship is fundamentally altered in the movement from authoritarian to
democratic modes of governance. A democratic form of government places government
at the same level as the rest of society— as the saying goes; it is a “government of the
people and for the people”. Thus, the government is no longer above and beyond society,
but instead is on the same plane to be judged with the same criteria that we use for other
people and other organisations. This change has precipitated the concepts of trust and
distrust to enter into the world of modern political theory (Ankersmit and te Velde 2006).
Furthermore, any theory of representation that envisions a legitimate government must
contain some account of trust (Williams 1998, p. 33). The relative importance of trust
(and distrust) to democracy depends upon the definition of trust and democracy (Barber
1983, p. 93, Warren 1999b). However, it is possible to identify several ways that trust is
intrinsic to democracy; for example, if people have trust in the democratic processes of
decision making then deliberation rather than coercion becomes possible as a way to

make policy (Warren 1999b).°

Not surprisingly, the interlinked concepts of trust and democracy have gained in
importance for those concerned with governance in the development context. Since the
fall of the Berlin wall, there has been a new wave of democratisation in the world.”
Arguably, without some basis of citizen trust in the new regime, a successful transition
from authoritarian to democratic forms of governance will be threatened (Offe 1999, p.
43). Trust in a regime helps supply stability that is so crucial during this transition and

democratic consolidation process (Norris 1999a, p. 27) as the loss of trust is thought to

® Cole (1973) identified three ways through which trust enhanced democracy: “(1) trust increases the
mutual communication essential for a democratic regime; (2) trust makes possible organizations through
which citizens can promote their goals; (3) conflicts are more threatening, and thus democracy is
imperilled, among people who distrust one another” (p. 809).

7 This is especially significant in Latin America, when between 1958 and 1975 there was a “reverse wave
of democracy” when several democracies fell to military coups; Peru (1962), Brazil and Bolivia (1964),
Argentina (1966), Chile and Uruguay (1973) (Norris 1999a, p. 4).
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imply a loss of support for a regime (Easton 1975, Hetherington 1998) and ultimately can
undermine regime legitimacy (Hetherington 1998, p. 792). Without a requisite level of
legitimacy and trust, citizens may withdraw voluntary compliance of governmental
demands and regulations, or even actively resist governmental policy (Levi 1998, p. 88,
Nye Jr. and Zelikow 1997, p. 277), rendering the government incapable of performing
the tasks required of it (Nye Jr. and Zelikow 1997, p. 276).

Low levels of citizen trust and compliance can form a vicious cycle: low legitimacy
results in reduced compliance and decreasing government performance that further
erodes trust (Nye Jr. and Zelikow 1997, p. 277). Without broad public support for
proactive solutions, problems may be left to linger, further exacerbating the issue, and
maintaining discontent (Hetherington 1998, p. 804). If hard decisions must be made, low
levels of trust mean that decisions are perceived as unfair, resulting in bitter politics and
lower levels of compliance with the law (Mansbridge 1997, p. 152). In no-win situations,
if there is minimal trust in those who make decisions, the losers are unlikely to view the
decisions as fair and this results in bitter politics (Lawrence 1997). This dynamic
relationship between trust, support, politics, and governmental performance implies that
if trust is lost, it can be difficult to recover, without some exogenous intervention or

change (Hetherington 1998, p. 791).

Conversely, citizens’ trust in government brings many benefits. For example, trust helps
to reduce complexity and gain efficiencies in public sector administration (Raab 1998).
Trust also allows governments to benefit from the voluntary compliance of citizens
(Tyler 1998, p. 290) as it counters the more resource costly mechanisms of coercion and
control. For example, in research on tax compliance, several factors (other than coercion)
were found to be crucial to tax compliance, including feelings of tax duty (obligation),
trust in government, and trust that others would pay their share of taxes (Murphy 2004,
Scholz 1998). Furthermore, lack of trust may not only imply non-compliance but it will
also require the increased building of “non-productive” regulations and bureaucracy to
counter that lack of trust (Levi 1998). Given the long-term nature of the citizen-

government relationship, forfeited trust may potentially entail larger losses than more
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short term relationships (Hardin 1993, p. 507). Gambetta summarises the situation as
follows,

13

. societies which rely heavily on the use of force are likely to be less efficient,
more costly, and more unpleasant than those where trust is maintained by other
means. In the former, resources tend to be diverted away from economic
undertakings and spent in coercion, surveillance, and information gathering, and
less incentive is found to engage in cooperative activities” (Gambetta 1988a, p.
221).

Trust also has important implications for the possibilities of social and economic
development. Higher levels of trust mean warmer feelings for elected officials and
political institutions and improve the policy mood, providing greater support for
government spending and activity (Chanley et al. 2000). Citizens’ trust in the process
increases the ability of politicians to implement long-term policies that might be
unpopular or not in their direct interests (Hetherington 1998, p. 803, Mishler and Rose
2005, p. 1052). High levels of trust have also been found to be linked to higher spending
for egalitarian policies (redistribution, education) (Uslaner 2002).8 Crucially, for
development, trust helps provide stability, a key component for sustaining consistent

economic growth with its numerous beneficial developmental impacts.”’

Finally, citizens’ trust in the government, when warranted, can arguably be seen as not
just a means to an end, but an end in and of itself. Trust in government increases a
citizen’s capability to achieve well-being. Sen writes of trust in terms of “Transparency
guarantees” that act as an instrumental freedom to “prevent corruption, financial
irresponsibility and underhand dealings” (Sen 1999, pp. 39-40). Furthermore, trust in
government can be seen to free up time and resources for the citizen, enabling them to
engage in other productive activities,

“Behaviourally, the more trusting an individual is the lower the personal
investment she will make in learning about the trustworthiness of the trusted and

¥ There is an important question about the causal connection here, does trust bring about good institutions,
or do good institutions build trust?

% «__.in a global economy, political stability attracts capital; education provides crucial skills; basic research
in science and technology enhances competitiveness and living standards, and protection of intellectual
property rights become more important. Provision of such public goods depends on effective government”
(Nye Jr. 1997, pp. 4-5).

19



in monitoring and enforcing his compliance in a cooperative venture” (Levi 1998,
p. 78).

The alternative to trust, a “‘consistent and strategically energetic distrust,” will bring about
many negative consequences such as suffocating political energy and creativity (Dunn

1988).1°

1.1.1 THE DECLINE OF TRUST AND THE PROMISE OF E-GOVERNMENT
In the last thirty years, a series of survey studies have indicated that there has been a
steady decline of trust in institutions of democratic governance (Nye Jr. et al. 1997).
Trust in democratic government institutions is also low in Latin America
(Latinobarémetro 2005, UNDP 2004a) where it is especially a concern in countries such
as Chile, Brazil, and Argentina that have recently transitioned from authoritarian to

democratic modes of governance.

Enter e-government. From the very beginning of the Internet, people quickly began to
theorise its potential for social and political transformation (Atkinson and Ulevich 2000,
Kakabadse ef al. 2003)."" The technocratic logic of e-government brings the possibilities
of many positive changes (e.g., see Table 1). Most significantly, as we will see in Chapter
4, there are many pathways through which e-government applications might build
citizens’ trust in democratic institutions of government. E-government might even have
the potential to bring about a transformative shift in the nature of governance and the

citizen-government relationship — with significant implications for restoring trust in

' Furthermore, living in a society where one believes that people can be trusted in general also positively

affects one’s happiness (Layard 2005, pp. 64, 69), and in this sense constitutes a development aim in and of

itself.

" West summarises the zeitgeist as follows,
“Writers quickly seized on these features to argue that the Internet would usher in a new era that
would transform government performance and democracy itself. Citizens would communicate
quickly and easily with public officials. Economies of scale would allow technology to improve
service delivery in the public sector. Bureaucrats would become more responsive to the concerns
of the citizenry. Public trust would be restored because government would operate in an effective,
efficient, and responsive manner. Direct democracy and citizen participation in elections would be
facilitated because the cost of information acquisition and political communications would drop to
near zero” (West 2005, p. 165).
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government (Bellamy and Taylor 1998, West 2005). Could e-government be the

exogenous factor needed to turn around the trust deficit?

Good governance goals

How e-government can help

Increasing fransparency

Feducing admimstrative
corruption

Improving service delivery

Improving civil service
performance

Empowerment

Improving government
finances

Dissemination of government rules and procedures;
citizen’s charters; government performance data to wider
andience

Disclosure of public assets. government budget;
procurement information

Making decisions of civil servants available to public

Putting procedures online for easy transactions monitoring
Feducing the gatekeeper role of civil servants through
automated procedures that limit discretionary powers
Eliminating the need for intermediaries

Less time in completing transactions

Reduction of costs associated with travel for citizens to
mteract with government

Improving government’s abality to deliver service to larger
segment of population

Increasing ability of managers to monitor task completion
rates of civil servants

Improved efficiency by automating tedious work
Increased speed and efficiency of inter- and intra-agency
workflow and data exchange

Eliminating redundancy of staff

Providing communities with linuted or no access to
government with a new channel to recetve government
services and information

Reducing the brokerage power of mtermediaries

Feducing cost of transactions for government processes
Increasing revenue by improving audit functions to bet track
defaulters and plug leakages by reducing cormuption
Providing better control of expenditure.

Table 1 Overview of potential outcomes, adapted from “How can E-government Impact Good
Governance?” Source: (Bhatnagar 2004, pp. 37-38).

So far, the reality of e-government has yet to match the hype. E-government is still in the

beginning phases around the world, at most providing information and service delivery

applications but not truly revolutionizing the citizen-government relationship (West
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2005). One reason for this is that there have been more failures than successes in the
implementation of e-government. Heeks (2002, 2003) calculates that developing
countries have had a success rate of only fifteen percent.'> Comparatively, however, this
is not drastically worse than the failure rate in industrialised countries which has been
estimated at around sixty-percent (United Nations Department of Economic and Social
Affairs 2003). Such failures can bring significant negative implications, including the
potential loss of credibility and trust of citizens in the government (Heeks 2003, Heeks

2005).

Failures are to be expected as innovators experiment with new technologies. However,
the high level of failure has not diminished the global demand and spread of e-
government implementations. And with the few successes, the world is just now
beginning to experience the potential for significant changes to government
administration and services. Empirically, evidence is emerging that e-government can
indeed change people’s perceptions of government (West 2004, West 2005). Now is the
time to begin to assess and understand how these new changes are altering citizens’ trust
in government. By understanding these initial changes it may be possible to better
understand the longer-term positive trends that may be emerging as a result of e-

government applications.

1.1.2 THE CURRENT STATE OF RESEARCH
Theoretically and empirically, a good deal of work has been done to try to discern the
links between governance and perceptions of trust in government (e.g. Braithwaite and
Levi 1998, Chanley et al. 2000, Cook et al. 2005, Espinal et al. 2006, Hardin 1991,
Hardin 1998, Hardin 1999, Joseph S. Nye et al. 1997, Levi 1998, Levi and Stoker 2000,
Mishler and Rose 2001, Mishler and Rose 2005, Norris 1999b, Sztompka 1999, Warren
1999d). For the most part, research has consisted of macro-level analyses of surveys that
try to tease out correlation and causality between political, economic, and social factors
and changes in trust in government. While the research has not developed any conclusive

findings, it is clear that trust in government and its decline “is a complex phenomenon

"2 Heeks classified thrity-five percent as total failures and fifty percent as partial failures.
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with multiple potential causes” (Chanley et al. 2000, p. 240). In an overview of the
current state of research on governance and trust, one conclusion made by the authors
was the clear need for more micro-level studies of trust to supplement the macro studies

to better understand the complexities of the phenomenon (Levi and Stoker 2000).

There is considerably less research on and understanding of the connections between e-
government and citizen trust in government. In fact, while progress has been made on
understanding the impacts of e-government on the internal functioning of government,
there is very little knowledge about the wider social, economic, and political implications
attributable to e-government projects (Avgerou et al. 2006, p. 2, Weare 2002). Like the
political science research, the few studies that do try to link e-government to trust in
government are also almost entirely macro-level surveys work (e.g., Moon 2003, Parent
et al. 2004, Tolbert and Mossberger 2006, West 2004, West 2005). It is questionable,
however, how well these surveys provide an understanding of the underlying dynamics at
play. The interaction of politics, governmental institutions, ICT, and citizens defy simple
single-theory explanations (Weare 2002, p. 662). Indeed, it is a dubious proposition that
the conceptual complexity of trust can be adequately captured by survey work (Gambetta

and Hamill 2005)."

Two recent studies on trust have heavily influenced and motivated this thesis. These
studies represent a break from the use of cross-case surveys by applying a more intensive
case study approach to better understand the dynamics of trust. The first is a recent study
by Gambetta & Hamill (2005) on how taxi-drivers make trust-judgments of potential
fares in Belfast and New York. While this study is not related to either politics or e-
government, it provides an instructive example of the advantages of case study

approaches to studying trust. The second is an empirical study conducted by Avgerou et

P 1t is not entirely clear a priori that the high causal complexity involved in trust rules out survey (cross-
case) designs (Gerring 2007). A better justification for employing a case study to study trust involves other
considerations, as will be discussed shortly.
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al (2005)14 for the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) that provides the empirical
starting point for the research in this thesis. The goal of that study was the development
of a methodology to assess the potential for e-service applications to impact on citizens’
trust. The focus of the IADB study was almost entirely on the institutional component of
trust; that is, how e-government applications are implicated in the development of

trustworthy institutions of government.

Overall, the current state of empirical research and understanding of the social impacts of
e-government matches neither e-government’s pervasiveness nor the theoretically
inspired discourse that propels it. A strong argument can be made that the state of theory
is not yet ready for large-N cross-case studies with clearly identifiable dependent and
independent variables.'> At this stage, it is crucial supplement the relatively nascent set of
theories that link e-government changes to citizens’ trust in government. This study

attempts to do just that.

1.2 THE RESEARCH
This study begins with a relatively simple assumption and research question. The
assumption is that there is a causal link between e-government services and citizens’ trust
in government institutions. The research question explores that link: how, for whom, and
in what circumstances do e-services impact on citizens’ trust in government? Another
way of framing the question is: what are the causal mechanisms that connect e-services

to changes in citizens’ trust perceptions of government?

1.2.1 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
As a starting point, this thesis develops a systematic approach to thinking about e-
government and trust. While the current state of theory is not well developed, there are a

wide variety of disciplines that have a lot to say about the types of causal mechanisms

" Disclosure: I was one of the authors of this study, and it forms part of the data and theory that play a part
in this thesis. This study was later extended (without my participation) to study Brazil’s electronic voting
system (Avgerou et al. 2007).

"> That said, these studies do providing some insight into the relationship between citizens, the activities of
government, and trust — constituting a theoretical starting point.
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that might connect e-services to citizens’ perceptions, including theory from political
science, sociology, psychology, information systems, and public administration. The
research here exploits the current state of knowledge as a theoretical starting point and a
means to generate an initial set of research orienting theories. For an overview of the

objective of the research, areas of discipline, and theory used in this thesis, see Table 2.

Social object

Description of research area

Sources of theories

Trust

e What is trust? What does it consist of?

What are the outcomes of trust? How is
trust built/destroyed?

How do people interpret trustworthy
cues, which cues do they pay attention
to? How/why do people turn particular

Sociology
Hardin, Sztompka, Seligman,
Luhmann, Giddens, Gambetta

Social-psychology, psychology
Hardin, Braithwaite, Gambetta

interpretations into trust judgements?

e What constitutes a trustworthy public
Trust in the state, sector?

institutional trust ¢ What types of experiences are important
for a trustworthy state?

Political science
M. Levi, Harding, Cook, Warren,
Norris, Zucker

Information systems,

E-government organizational theory, public

(ICT in publiC * Char.lg.es 1n.pub11c secto.r agency administration
.. . administration and services due to . ..
administration . . J. Fountain, J. Kallinikos,
’ introduction of ICT
bureaucracy) Dunleavy, Heeks, Weber,

Bhatnagar

E-services and e How do e-services influence institutional ~ Empirical work: Moon, West,
building trust in trust? What factors influence the Tolbert & Mossberger, Avgerou
the state perception and use of e-services? et al.

Table 2 Social objects, research areas, and major theorists employed in the development of the
conceptual framework for thinking about the relationship between e-government and trust.

The ability to draw from such a wide range of sources is made possible in part by the
conceptualisation of trust in this thesis. Incorporation of a variety of theories is enabled
by seeing each of the three standard accounts of trust as contributing important
theoretical and empirical knowledge about causal mechanisms operating in a particular

area of social reality. While there may be some overlap between the perspectives, the
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essential focus is different and therefore each of the three perspectives can be integrated

coherently as contributing parts to a larger whole.'®

Building up the conceptual framework for e-government and trust requires three levels of

theory integration where each level provides the structure upon which the subsequent

level is constructed (see Figure 1). The first level draws from sociological, social-

psychological, and psychological theories of trust to establish the working definition of

trust. Three analytical distinctions are made when conceptualising trust that are central

organising features for this study:

Trust and trustworthiness - Trust is split into two concepts that are seen as both
independent and interrelated: trustworthiness and trust. Consequently, they are
analysed as both independent from each other (e.g. can we consider the tax-
agency worthy of trust? Do citizens trust the tax-agency?) and related to each
other (e.g. what does a citizen perceive as trustworthy when making trust
judgements?)

Trustworthiness cues - If trust and trustworthiness are distinct, yet interrelated,
there must be something that connects them. This connection is conceptualised
here as the communication from the trusted (the public agency) to the truster (the
citizen) of indicators of trustworthiness, or trustworthiness cues.

Motivation and competence - Analytically, trust can be divided into two
dimensions of motivation and competence (Kee and Knox 1970). Most research
conflates these two dimensions that are independent and thus are best assessed

separately (Hardin 2000, p. 36).

'® The underlying assumptions that make this possible are spelled out in chapter 2.
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lll: Building of
institutional trust
through e-government

E-government and trust
testable hypotheses

A

ll: Political science theories of
institutional trust

I: Sociological and psychological theories

of trust and trustworthiness Core theory of trust

Fig
ure 1 Levels of theory. The starting point for building theory is the general understandings of trust
from sociology and psychology. This is followed by theories of institutional trust, generally drawn
from political science. The final layer includes theories of building institutional trust through e-
government, a very specific instantiation of institutional trust. The finally stage of theory requires a
detailed understanding of the interaction of ICT in the public sector (e-government). This is a
movement from a core theory of trust to a specific instance of trust.

Building upon the trust foundation, the second level integrates political science theories
of trust in government, and specifically, institutional trust. This level provides the
framework of how this research will approach the question of what it means to trust in
government, and if such trust is even possible. The third level is broken up into two parts.
The first part provides a theoretical understanding of the dynamics of ICT in the public
sector providing insight into the types of changes that can be expected with the
introduction of e-government. The second part of level three then integrates all of the
theory and draws from empirical work to form the final sets of testable hypotheses that

connect e-government to institutional trust.

There are two important things to note about the conceptual framework developed and
applied in this thesis. First, the analytical distinction between trust and trustworthiness
allows for the tracing of the complete causal chain, from implementation of e-
government to citizens’ trust in government. This can be broken down into three distinct
but inter-related short-range processes: 1) the implementation of ICT towards the goal of
building trustworthy institutions of governance, 2) the interaction of citizens with the e-

services and the communication of cues of trustworthy institutions, and 3) the process of
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perception and interpretation of these cues that change citizens’ trust in institutions of

democratic governance.'’

Second, the movement up the pyramid, from the nadir of trust to the zenith of e-
government and trust, can be seen as a progression from more abstract towards more
concrete theory. The starting point is trust, which is theorised in its most abstract sense,
attempting to abstract out the necessary rather than contingent components. The final
stage is the development of e-government and trust theory that can be thought of as
specific instances of trust theories. This means that the independent and dependent
variables (e-service and citizen trust respectively) are disaggregated into a variety of
component parts. For example, within the analytical distinction of competence and
motivation, there are many dimensions (e.g. increased efficiency or aligned interests) that
represent potential causal pathways from the e-service to trust. These theories are then
extended once more based upon the particularities of the case under study to form case
specific hypotheses that are now close enough to reality to be empirically tested and

refined.'®

The conceptual framework design provides some benefits. First, it has a tight link
between different levels of theory. This means that refinements to the case specific
hypotheses can be used to comment on the more abstract theory. For example, if it is
found that increased efficiency does not lead to trust for a particular reason, it may

provide an important modification to the higher level theory relating competence to trust

' This focus on short-term processes can be justified on two fronts. First, except for instances of radical
change, long-term trends are often the product of multiple short-term social changes. This is especially true
when it comes to the consolidation of new democracies. Political views do not often change overnight. For
example, it took over twenty years from the end of the Second World War for a majority of West Germans
to reject the claim that Hitler was one of Germany’s greatest statesmen and take pride in their new political
institutions (Inglehart 1999, pp. 104-105). Trust in government, as discussed above, is a crucial indicator of
political support and is thus considered integral on the path to consolidating democratic values and
democracies themselves. Second, the aim of this research is to extract generalisable knowledge which will
hopefully contribute to a larger project of systematic knowledge accumulation to enable informed
application of new e-government projects.

'® A word about words — theory and hypothesis are not too different in terms of meaning. Here we reserve
the word hypothesis for those theories that emerged from the within-case empirical analysis that predict
particular outcomes. The word theory is used for the e-government and trust theory that is developed in
chapters 3 & 4. These theories also predict and are tested and refined during the course of this thesis.
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of which efficiency was a sub-set. It also provides a set of theories that can be tested and
refined in other research situations by differentiating between more abstract theories and
their case specific instantiations. This allows for the flexible deployment of these theories
in a variety of contexts, while remaining tightly enough linked to provide empirical
feedback on the more abstract theory. There are two other benefits that deserve mention
as they in part justify the applicability of this framework to the research subject. First, the
framework provides an account of how to link up macro-level and micro-level accounts
of trust into the analysis, something that has been lacking in research (Levi and Stoker
2000, p. 500, Lewis and Weigert 1985, pp. 974-975). Crucial in this linkage is the focus
on the “demand-side” (from the perspective of the citizen interaction with e-services) of
e-government, which has also been largely absent in the literature (Reddick 2005).
Second, there is also a dearth of empirical research that combines theory of ICT with
theories of bureaucracy (Jain 2004)." Public administration literature has largely ignored
the element of ICT for a variety of reasons (Dunleavy et al. 2006), and IS research often
fails to incorporate disciplines such as public administration and political science
(Anderson 2004). This thesis integrates theory from across these disciplines and applies

this integration in the empirical work.

1.2.2 RESEARCH STRATEGY AND DESIGN
To tackle the research question, a comparative case study research strategy was chosen
(Gerring 2007, Yin 2003). Two cases of e-government services in Chile were selected: an
e-tax administration and a public sector e-procurement system. The e-tax administration
system is the Chilean Tax Authority’s online portal that allows for a wide range of tax
related transactions. In particular, the case focuses on the online income tax service that
enables and facilitates the completion of income tax through the Internet. The public
sector e-procurement system (ChileCompra) is an online portal for public sector
purchasing currently used by most of the federal and municipal institutions in Chile. The
portal includes online processes for most stages of the procurement process including the
public tendering of a purchase order and receiving bids, as well as the publication of

public sector purchasing activities.

" Dunleavy ez al. (2006) is a notable exception.
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The two e-service cases were selected for a combination of pragmatic and theoretical
reasons. Pragmatically, each e-service was already studied as a part of the 2004 IADB
study that provided the launching pad for the rest of the research (see 1.1.2). Highly
relevant data on the trustworthiness implications of these e-services had already been
collected, as well as having established essential contacts for future research access.
Theoretically, these two e-services provide a unique research opportunity as they are both
quintessential success stories with pervasive uptake and impact on Chilean society.
Indicative of their success is their extensive local and international recognition, having
received numerous awards and their common description as the biggest e-government
successes in Chile (e.g. Panzardi et al. 2002). This provides the opportunity to study
successful ICT implementations in the development context. Studying successful
implementations arguably has not received enough attention in the literature and can
provide important and different insights than studies of failures (Krishna and Walsham
2005). Finally, as both cases are in the Chilean context, this allows for the potential ruling

. .. 20
out of many exogenous variables as sources of variation.

The two cases do not adhere to a single, elegantly constructed research strategy, but
rather consist of the integration of three data rich research studies. The author was
fortunate enough to participate in two research projects, both of which had the two
Chilean e-services as a focus of study:

1. TADB project - a comparative case study of four e-services in Chile and Brazil
with the goal of developing a methodology for the assessment of the impacts of e-
services on trust. This study provides essential data on the impact of the e-services
on institutional trustworthiness.

2. World Bank project — a study of the social impacts of e-services employing both

interviews and surveys. This study also provides important interview and survey

% A benefit, and a problem, for the design is that both cases happened around the same time in political and
cultural environment. This means that it is possible to hold several important variables constant when
performing the cross-case comparative. However, it also means it is impossible to eliminate, or to
completely identify the role of, these factors as influences on the dependent variable.
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data on institutional trustworthiness, as well as survey data of users’ perceptions
of the e-services.
These two pieces of research were then supplemented by the author gathering a new body
of data with the focus on studying trust from the perspective of the e-service users. All
three of these sources of data (the IADB project, the WB study, and the author’s

research) form the inputs to the two e-service cases.

There are a variety of reasons why a case study strategy was chosen. The central reason is
the appropriateness of case studies for asking in-depth causal how, and why questions, as
well as for research sites where no experimental control is possible (Yin 2003, p. 5). A
case study approach also allows for the integration of data from the three different pieces
of research. Furthermore, a case study can employ the simultaneously theory-
driven/deductive and theory-building inductive approach (George and Bennett 2005,
Gerring 2007) desired here.”’ The key to accomplishing this is to have an orienting
conceptual framework that includes testable hypotheses and orients theory while

. .. . .. . 22
maintaining a space for some exploration and serendipity during the research process.

1.2.3 DATA COLLECTION
Studying trust is not straightforward, and there is considerable debate on the relevant
dependent and independent variables and the best instruments to measure or study trust
(Hardin 2002b, Kee and Knox 1970, Levi and Stoker 2000).23 A common approach has

been the use of surveys that ask some variation of a question that asks for people’s

It is possible for case studies to be used for both theory-testing and inductive theory generation, although
usually they come at different points in a research programme (George and Bennett 2005, Gerring 2007).
This is accomplished through a structured, although not rigorous, design. Arguably the state of theory does
not allow for a more rigorous design at this time, “any rigorous research design in this area would be
premature and would have to make arbitrary assumptions on the nature of the formation of trust in
democratic institutions of government” (Avgerou et al. 2006, p. 3).

2 Although the original execution of the research was done without the knowledge of the “structured case
design” (Carroll and Swatman 2000) the approach is highly similar, and has already been applied to e-
government evaluations (Grimsley and Meehan 2007, Irani et al. 2005). The central idea is that research is
conducted in loops where theory is brought into contact with data and then refined and then the loop begins
again. Furthermore, the use of process-tracing (see Appendix I) allows for the research to follow what is
happening on the ground, not just what the theories predict, and is thus helpful in the inductive generation
of new theories.

3 See Hardin 2002, chapter 3 for overview of some of what he sees as the conceptions and misconceptions
of trust.
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perceptions of their levels of trust or confidence in a particular institution.”* Others argue
that what many people often say about trust differs from what their actions imply
(O’Neill 2002, Solomon and Flores 2001, p. 18). The upshot of this position is that trust
is better studied by examining people’s actions, not what they say. It is clear that there is

not a consensus on the approach to study trust.

The perspective of trust adopted here allows for the incorporation of both data points
(perceptions and behaviours) as potential indicators of trust. Furthermore, we would
expect people’s responses to correlate with their behaviour, and when they do, the
evidence for trust (rather than another motivating factor) is strengthened. There is
evidence that the two do sometimes correspond to each other, lending credence to both
data sources:

“Researchers have dropped wallets in the street in different countries, wallets that
included the name and address of the owner. They then counted the proportion of
dropped wallets that were returned to the owner — the highest was in Scandinavia.
These proportions were then compared with how the citizens of the country
replied about trust. It turned out that the two were closely related: so when we ask

about trust, we do learn something about whether people can actually be trusted”
(Layard 2005, p. 69).

This research goes a step beyond those two indicators to also look at citizens’ perceptions
and interpretations of their interactions with e-services. This adds one more important
step in the causal chain helping us to see what interactions bring about particular
perceptions and interpretations, and why. Ultimately, data are collected to comment on:

a) The implementation of the e-service and its impacts on the public sector entities,

b) The usage (quantity, nature of) the e-services by citizens,

¢) The experiences, perceptions, and interpretations of these citizens,

d) Citizens’ resultant trust judgements and explanations of these judgements.

* Two examples of survey questions interpreted as commenting on trust:

“I am going to name a number of organizations. For each one, could you tell me how much
confidence you have in them: Is it (4) a great deal of confidence, (3= quite a lot of confidence, (2)
not very much confidence, or (1) none at all? a) The parliament, b) The government in (Capital
city)... ” (Klingemann 1999, p. 36)

“To what extent do you trust each of these political institutions to look after your interests? Please
indicate on a scale from 1, for the complete absence of trust, to 7, for great trust” (Mishler and
Rose 2005, p. 1055).
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To collect data on these issues, this research takes a multi-method approach® (Mingers
2003, Mingers and Brocklesby 1997) employing four main data collection methods:
semi-structured interviews, focus groups, surveys, and relevant document collection.?
Recall that the data are pooled from three separate pieces of research. The methods
employed in the three pieces of research focused almost entirely on six different
stakeholder groups: (1) Chile tax administration employees at the national and municipal
level, (2) e-tax users (citizens and businesses), (3) the public sector entity that manages
ChileCompra, (4) ChileCompra private users (suppliers) and (5) ChileCompra public
sector users (buyers), (6) telecentre employees who have contact with citizen e-service

users, and (7) other relevant government and civil society entities.

Overall, a total of 84 semi-structured interviews or focus groups were conducted with a
total of 113 subjects spanning the entire set of actors.”” For the World Bank study, seven
surveys assessing the social and agency impacts of the services (both internal to the
public sector and external towards the citizen users) were conducted on all the major
stakeholder groups as well as a survey targeting the wider society. Furthermore, many
government documents and reports were included in the data set, along with independent

research and newspapers articles.

1.2.4 DATA ANALYSIS
There is an underlying logic to the data analysis; process-tracing. The process tracing
method “attempts to identify intervening causal processes—the causal chain and causal
mechanism—between an independent variable (or variables) and the outcome of the
dependent variable” (George and Bennett 2005, p. 206). Thus, the goal is to trace the
causal pathway from the implementation of e-services and their structure (independent

variable) to the citizen’s trust judgements (dependent variable).

» Multi-method research is not found too often in IS research (Mingers 2003).

%0 See Appendix-I for details.

*7 For the World Bank study and thesis research a total of 56 semi-structured interviews or focus groups
conducted with 76 subjects were conducted. For the IADB study, there were a total of 28 interviews with a
total of 37 subjects.
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Crucially, the two cases can be considered “most-likely” cases. A most-likely case is one
where “the independent variables posited by a theory are at values that strongly posit an
outcome or posit an extreme outcome” (George and Bennett 2005, p. 121). The success
of each of these two e-service cases makes them great tests of hypotheses that link e-
services to trust in government. For example, if trust is not built with an e-service that has
greatly improved the efficiency and transparency of the public sector, then either the
theory is misguided, or is in need of considerable refinement. Thus, they provide the first
link in the theorised causal chain,”® and tracing the entire casual process will illuminate

how and why (or why not) the hypothesis that link e-government to trust are realised.

There are both within-case and comparative cross-case analyses (see Figure 2 for an
example of the relationship between the theory and analyses). The starting point is to
analyse each case independently (within-case). For each case, the data analysis is
structured around the two stages of trustworthiness and trust” The goal of
trustworthiness data analysis is to answer the question, how does the introduction of the
e-service make the public sector entity more trustworthy? For the trustworthiness data,
the main source is interviews and surveys with the public sector entities that use or
manage the e-services, as well as the available government reports and other documents.
One outcome of this analysis is the development of case-specific hypotheses as to the

trust building potential of particular trustworthiness characteristics.

¥ One way to think about this is that it provides the antecedent A for the “if A then B” format of theories.
Thus it is possible to explore if, when, and in what circumstances B follows from A.
* More details of the analysis techniques can be found in Appendix I.
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Institutional trust theory and
ICT in public sector
administration theory

Middle-range e-government and
institutional trust hypotheses

Use empirical site to develop
case-specific hypotheses

Tests and refines Tests and refines

Within-case analysis

Com parative Ccross-case
analysis
Fig
ure 2 A diagram of the relationship between theory, hypotheses, and within and comparative cross-
case analyses.

For the trust analysis, the goal is to answer the question, what are the differences in
individual perceptions and interpretations of the trustworthiness of the public sector
entity and why do they vary? Essentially, this analysis puts the case-specific hypotheses
to the test by seeing if and how they are perceived and interpreted by users. These data
are mostly drawn from interviews and surveys with e-service users, as well as interviews
with professionals who come in contact with e-service users, such as Internet access point

(telecentres) managers.
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After performing the within-case analyses on each e-service, the next stage of analysis is
comparative cross-case. This analysis is done at the level of trustworthiness and trust,
comparing variations in the independent variables to variations in the dependent variable.
Here, the empirical data provides a test and refinement of the middle-range e-government
and institutional trust hypotheses (as developed in Chapter 4). Table 3 provides an

overview of the different elements of analysis and their orienting questions.

Trustworthiness Trust
(from e- government to (from citizen interaction with
trustworthy institutions) e-services to the perception

and interpretation of
trustworthiness cues)

What are the variations in
How does the introduction of the individual perceptions and
e-service make the public sector interpretations of the
entity more trustworthy? trustworthiness of the public sector
entity and why do they vary?

Within-case
analysis

Compare similarity and differences
in the cases as they relate to the
dependent variable of citizens’
perceptions and interpretations.

Compare similarities and
differences between technology
Comparative and trustworthiness outcomes.

analysis
What are the commonalities and differences in the total causal pathway

from e-services to trustworthiness to trust? Are there any systematic
relationships or differences?

Table 3 Stages of analysis as they relate to the analytical distinctions of trust and trustworthiness.

1.3 CONCLUSION AND THESIS STRUCTURE
The contemporary global surge of e-government applications carries with it potentially
significant ramifications for the institutional structures of governance. In turn these
institutional structures play a significant role in shaping a country’s developmental path
with important consequences for their populations. This path is also shaped by the trust
citizens’ place in these institutions. To understand how e-government potentially impacts

on development, it is fundamentally important to understand how replacing face-to-face
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government services (and the generation of new types of services) with Internet based e-
services alters the relationship of trust between citizens and government. This study
attempts to contribute to our currently limited theoretical and empirical knowledge of this

new and important contemporary social phenomenon.

The thesis has eight more chapters, and an Afterword. Chapter 2 provides a detailed
description of philosophical assumptions that underpin the methodological research
approach taken in this thesis. Chapters 3 and 4 develop the conceptual framework.
Chapter 3 lays out an account of trust and the particular instance of trust (institutional
trust) that provides the theoretical understanding of trust in government (rather than, say,
interpersonal trust). Chapter 4 provides a theoretical understanding of the interaction of
ICT in public sector administration and then links this back to the institutional trust
theory in chapter 3 to develop a set of testable institutional trust and e-government
hypotheses. Chapter 5 begins the empirical component of this thesis with an overview of
the Chilean social, political, cultural, and ICT context. Chapter 6 and 7 present the two
cases: the e-tax administration case, and the ChileCompra. These two chapters include
the case and within-case analyses where the hypotheses are tested. Chapter 8 develops the
comparative analysis and a discussion of what the findings from this thesis imply for
theories of institutional trust and e-services. Chapter 9 concludes with a summary
overview of the findings, a consideration of their policy implications, suggestions for
future research, and some final comments on future e-service and institutional trust
dynamics. Finally, the Afterword is an attempt at an honest reflection on the research, the

research approach, and lessons learned during the course of the PhD.
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2 METHODOLOGICAL UNDERPINNINGS

“To explain a fact is to exhibit the mechanism(s) that makes the
system in question tick” (Bunge 2004, p. 182).

A consistent research strategy and methodology flow logically from a series of
philosophical assumptions that provide the orienting framework for the research. These
assumptions provide researchers with an answer to questions such as: What is the nature
of the natural and social world? How can we know it? What is the nature of causality? An
explicit consideration of these questions helps a social science researcher formulate
appropriate research questions, determines the relationship between theory and
explanation, and facilitates the communication of any research findings, among other

things. In other words, these assumptions permeate through all stages of research.

This chapter presents and justifies the underlying philosophical assumptions that provide
the grounding for the research goals, strategy, and design, as elaborated in chapter 1. It
does so in four sections. The starting point, section 2.1, is a description of the
fundamental tenants of scientific realism, the philosophy of science that is the basis for
the research conducted in this thesis. The following section 2.2, delves into ontological
assumptions about the nature of the social world, causality, and technology that are
central to any information systems research. These ontological assumptions are taken
from critical realism which is one particular version of scientific realism (see: Hunt 2005,
Niiniluoto 2002). Having established the basis for research, section 2.3 considers the
implications of these assumptions for research. In particular, the role of theory is
considered, as the type of theory used by a researcher fundamentally impacts the nature
of explanation and outcomes of research (Gregor 2006). Theoretical arguments can only
go so far, however, and some further justification for adopting this approach is required.
Consequently, section 2.4 makes a pragmatic argument for the use of this research
approach by showing that it brings with it considerable research advantage. Finally,

section 2.5 concludes.
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2.1 SCIENTIFIC REALISM
This research is grounded in a scientific realist philosophy of science. More specifically,
the philosophy is closely aligned to critical realism (Bhaskar 1978, Bhaskar 1998b).
Critical realism adds several crucial ontological assumptions that differentiate it as a
philosophy of science (Zinkhan and Hirschheim 1992). These ontological assumptions
will be discussed in the following section 2.2. First, however, it is helpful to better
understand the fundamentals of scientific realism. Hunt (1990) identifies four tenants:

classical realism, fallibilistic realism, critical realism, and inductive realism.

Classical realism is the belief that there must be a reality independent of our knowledge
of it. This does not necessarily imply the “naive” realism that is so maligned in the
literature. According to Bhaskar (1978), reality can be analytically separated into two
layers, the transitive and intransitive. This is the separation of the world of things and
structures (intransitive) and our knowledge about these things (transitive). This
distinction is most valuable for sustaining the assertion that our theories refer to
something outside of subjective or inter-subjective realities. External reality plays a

crucial role in adjudicating between competing theories.

The transitive/intransitive distinction is also helpful in demonstrating how it is possible to
combine an objective world of “brute facts” that are not a matter of subjective
interpretation (Searle 1995, p. 1) with the fact that knowledge is a social construction
(Berger and Luckman 1967). This is a combination of classical realism with
epistemological relativism (Archer et al. 1998, pp. x-xi). Epistemological relativism, as
viewed here, expresses the assumption that there are many different beliefs or theories
about the world. However, there is no contradiction in the assertion that beliefs, theories,
social facts, and institutions can exist subjectively or inter-subjectively (in the minds of
people) and that they are also epistemologically objective (Searle 1995). In this way,
critical realism combines ontological positions of both “hard” and “soft” research.
Fitzgerald & Howcroft divide information systems research into two ontological
positions, the relativist (soft) position where “multiple realities ... exist as subjective

constructions of the mind” and the realist (hard) position where “the external world
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consists of pre-existing hard, tangible structures which exist independently of an
individual’s cognition” (Fitzgerald and Howcroft 1998). Critical realism gives voice to
both the soft position through the acceptance of epistemological relativism and the hard

position through classical realism.

Critical realism acknowledges that the process of science and its products is historically
emergent, political, incomplete, and therefore fallible. This provides the basis for
fallibilistic realism. While there are many different and potentially competing beliefs and
theories, not all of these beliefs can be equally fallible. Some ideas or theories may better
approximate reality than others. This simple idea is central to the possibility of science.
So, while critical realism is considered ‘“ontologically bold” (it is possible to strive for
objectivity) it is also “epistemologically cautious” (knowledge is subjective and fallible)

(Bhaskar 1998b, p. 176).

This position, however, still does not solve deeper philosophical problems with respect to
the nature of truth. Research, natural and social, is predicated on a search for truth (Bunge
2003). However, two major questions remain unresolved: what is the nature of truth?
And exactly how can we determine which theories are more true than others?
Unfortunately, there is not the space here to delve deeply into these issues. In part, this is
because the exact nature of truth for scientific realists remains a matter of debate
(Blackburn 2005, Groff 2004, Hunt 1990, Hunt 2005, Psillos 1999, Willmott 2002,
Zinkhan and Hirschheim 1992). However, rather superficially, there are a few important
points regarding the position held here. First, the notion of trust that scientific realists
accept is nuanced and incorporates the insights of the social construction of knowledge
(cf. Blackburn 2005, Meckler and Baillie 2003, Proctor 1998, Ryan 2005). Second, this
notion is a metaphysical conception of truth (Willmott 2002) where truth is “mind-
independent” (Psillos 1999, p. 14); that is, a property independent of what people actually
believe (Meckler and Baillie 2003). For the purposes of this thesis, I assume a

correspondence theory of truth.”® The correspondence theory of truth states that a degree

% For a defence of correspondence theory, see (Willmott 2002) and for a contrarian perspective, see (Ryan
2005).
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of truth (or falsity) is a function of how well it corresponds to the reality it refers to (Hunt
2005, Meckler and Baillie 2003, p. 276). This position contrasts with the relative
(constructivist, or post-modern) notion of truth. Relative truth is a function of inter-
subjective agreement rather than external reality, and is thus relative to a person, group,
or culture (Willmott 2002, pp. 343-344). The crucial point here is that external reality
works as the ultimate arbiter when striving for objective truth. Of course, researchers

must remain acutely aware of the difficulties they face in achieving that goal.

The difficulty with discerning truth is a reason why scientific realism is critical. Theories
are fallible and changeable and there should always be competing theories (Danermark et
al. 2003, p. 117). These theories should be critically accepted and subjected to testing
following an objective scientific process (Kincaid 1996, chapter 3). Bhaskar defends the
possibility of a “judgemental rationality” to choose (test) between competing theories
(Bhaskar and Lawson 1998). Again, we do not have the space here for a complete
defence of the possibilities of an objective rationality, as that has been ably performed
elsewhere (see: Kincaid 1996, Meckler and Baillie 2003). This thesis takes the position
that objective science is possible through a flexible framework of objective principles
where the criteria for validity and methods for testing can be adapted dependent upon the

different methods used and the nature of the objects of study (Kincaid 1996).%!

Finally, through the process of science and the long-term success of scientific theories,
scientific realists come to accept them as true. This is the principle of inductive realism.
Repeated success provides the “reason to believe that ‘something like’ the entities
contained in the theories actually exist” (Hunt 1990, p. 10). The more that these theories
have withstood rigorous testing and the accumulation of evidence, the more apt we are to
accept their truth value. Of course, in the social sciences, particular social theories may
be true for only a short time. The social reality that is reflected in these theories may be
relatively enduring but changes in human practices can change the nature of these

entities. A classic example is how the reflexivity of modern life results in the constant

3! There are of course strident objections to the usefulness and objectivity of methods in science, most
notably (Feyerabend 1993).
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examination and alteration of social practices in light of new information (Giddens 1990).
Such more transient theories are then more difficult to establish in the same rigorous
manner. However, many social objects can be understood as they do persist through time.
For example, despite the wide diversity of democracies over time, it still is possible to
develop an understanding of the defining features of democracy (Drydyk 2005). In fact,
the diversity provides a large amount of comparative information that assists in

understanding the social workings of democracy itself.

2.2 ONTOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS
While most scientific realists hold some version of all of the above assumptions, critical
realism goes beyond with specific ontological commitments. Critical realism began as a
study of the process of natural and social science and asked the question: ‘“what
properties do societies and people possess that make them possible objects of knowledge
for us” (Bhaskar 1998b, p. 13)? These are questions about ontology. This section

discusses several important ontological assumptions made in this thesis.

To avoid confusion, it is helpful to clarify the two meanings of ontology. Ontology, as
defined by Merriam-Webster is,
“1: a branch of metaphysics concerned with the nature and relations of being

2: a particular theory about the nature of being or the kinds of things that have

existence”.>?

In other words, it is 1) the study of what is, and 2) a theory about what is. Critical realism
ascribes to an ontology in that it holds a set of theories about the nature of the natural and

social world.

Critical realists have been criticised as being overly confident in their ontological
foundations by critics who argue that more anti-foundationalist approaches are preferable
(Harding 2003, Kiviven and Piiroinen 2004, Peter 2003). A strong critique of critical
realists is that while they say that their ontology is fallible (and therefore open to change),

32 Source: Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, http://www.m-w.com/dictionary/ontology, accessed: Nov.
31%, 2006.
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they assert their metaphysical statements as if they are infallible (Cruickshank 2004,
Harding 2003). However, ontological statements are also just theories. In this way, while
critical realism appears foundational with its “bold” ontology, it can be better understood
as anti-foundational in that it is merely one set of ontological theories among many that
currently exist (Cruickshank 2004, p. 583). This is completely consistent with the critical
realist position. However, where a critical realist must take a firm stance is the belief in
the existence of an external reality independent from humans. This belief is the base upon
which critical realism rests, and is not open to debate for critical realists. Indeed, as
Bhaskar states, “Ontology — and realism — are inexorable. The crucial questions in
philosophy are not whether, but which” (Bhaskar 1993, p. 205). Consequently, the
immanent critique of Cruickshank holds, as there remains an inconsistency in the

position.

The position taken here is that perhaps there may be no way to solve this inherent
inconsistency. This inconsistency is a feature of all philosophies of science. Science
would not be possible without the existence of an external reality. The debate, then, shifts
to the nature of this reality, as Bhaskar suggests (‘“not whether, but which”) and this is
where critical realism provides a promising alternative. Thus, here the ontology of critical
realism is considered just one of many potential ontological theories, but it is a set of
theories that: 1) work well for underpinning research and 2) provide a more consistent
basis for research through the resolution of other theory-practice inconsistencies (Smith

2006).

Given that scientific theories refer to something in the world, these theories implicitly
contain ontological assumptions. Consequently, any social theory (such as in information
systems or information technology for development) necessarily contains a set of
underlying ontological theories (that may or may not be explicitly expressed) regarding:
a) the ontological nature of causality (natural and social),
b) the ontological nature of structure, and

c) the ontological nature of agency (Smith and Madon 2007).
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If, as is the case in this thesis, a researcher wants to study the use of information
technology for development, a fourth set of ontological theories are necessary:

d) the ontological nature of information technolo gy.3 3

The following discusses the positions taken in this thesis with respect to the above four
ontological assumptions. The discussions will be at a relatively high level of abstraction,
focusing on the defining features. When appropriate, the ontological specifics with
respect to the two cases will be fleshed out in the rest of the thesis. This especially holds
for the nature of information technology and technologies applied in government

bureaucracies in general, elaborated in chapter 4.

Causality

Causality and explanation are intimately related (Gregor 2006, p. 618). Recently
philosophers of science have begun to substitute talk about causality for scientific
explanation (Cartwright 2004). Not coincidentally, causality is an especially significant
and central component of critical realism (Bhaskar 2002, Groff 2004, p. 138). Bhaskar
takes the Aristotelian argument that one can only know something when you know what
it causes (Bhaskar 1978). Consequently, to understand some entity in the world is also to

know the “why” of the entity; that is, what it causes.

At first glance, it seems improbable that there is a notion of causality that could work
both for the natural and social sciences. Indeed, humans do not appear to respond
deterministically in the same way billiard balls deflect off of each other; humans are
arguably self-determining creatures (Taylor 1994). For all practical purposes, we are
dealing with the phenomena of non-determinate human behaviour (Fay 1994, pp. 102-
102). Regardless, there are countless examples of relatively predictable human behaviour

that suggest that it is not necessarily problematic to use causality in the social sciences.

* Finally, for the field of IT for development it is necessary to conceptualise not just information
technology but also human development (Sein and Harindranath 2004), or at least clarify the ontological
status of possible outcomes. For example, in this research, I am interested in whether or not, how, and in
what circumstances information technologies bring about a more trustworthy state as well as building
citizens’ trust in the state. In order to empirically explore these outcomes, definitions of what trust and
trustworthiness are and how they will be manifested empirically must be clearly stated.
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The research in this thesis is predicated upon the critical realist account of casuality as
generative mechanisms. Within the philosophy of science, there are several different and
competing notions of causality. Of course, it is likely the case that different types of
causality may prove applicable in different situations (Cartwright 2003, Cartwright
2004). In fact, Cartwright (2003) documents several notions of causality and
demonstrates their limitations. It is not the purpose of this thesis to argue that the critical
realist notion is the one correct account. Rather, I am concerned here with the internal
consistency of the research, from critical realist assumptions through to methodology.

This thesis argues that the notion of generative mechanism provides just that.

The generative mechanism account states that there is a causal necessity between event A
and B if and only if there is a mechanism M that when stimulated by A produces B
(Bhaskar 1998b, p. 10). Seen in another way, this approach is compatible with the notion
of a “clear box” explanation (Scriven 1994); the generative mechanisms represent the
internal causal processes that, when stimulated by particular inputs generate particular

outcomes (Bunge 2004).

To help understand the flexibility and logic of the generative mechanisms notion, it is
helpful to consider Cartwright’s distinction between “thin causal concepts” and “thick
causal concepts”. “Thin causal concepts” are formal specifications of causality (such as
probabilistic theory, modularity accounts, and efficiency accounts) that while they are
overly restrictive in some situations, contain important observations from particular
causal situations to bear and thus are useful in different situations. However, when
applied, these “thin concepts” are too general and do not provide enough information to
make further inferences. Given that none of these notions holds for all situations,
Cartwright concludes that there is most likely no universal notion of causality. However,
she does note that all the formalised thin concepts have something in common, they
“provide criteria for licensing claims of the form ‘x causes y’ (in circumstances c)”

(Cartwright 2003, p. 14).

45



Cartwright argues that what is needed are many “thick causal concepts”. A thick causal
concept is a higher level description of a cause that provides the necessary detail to make
useful inferences possible. She notes that such thick causal concepts can be seen most
commonly in “content-rich causal verbs”,

“...the pistons compress the air in the carburettor chamber, the sun attracts the
planets, the loss of skill among long-term unemployed workers discourages firms
from opening new jobs... These are genuine facts, but more concrete than those
reported in claims that use only the abstract vocabulary of ‘cause’ and ‘prevent’”
(Cartwright 2003, p. 12).

Cartwright has gone from metaphysical notions of causality back to the descriptive terms

used in everyday research and language.

The generative mechanism notion of causality is a highly abstract notion that can provide
the ontological grounding for the various, more specific, “thick causal concepts” found in
the social sciences. Of course, the generative mechanisms notion may be a “thin causal
concept”, subject to its own particular limitations. However, it very closely resembles the
causal logic, “x causes y (in circumstances ¢)”. It is this abstractness that provides it with
the flexibility to underlie a whole range of useful social science thick causal concepts.
For these reasons, the generative mechanism notion (or a roughly equivalent notion of
causality) has been argued for and successfully employed by many other social scientists
(c.f. Bunge 2004, Cartwright 1989, George and Bennett 2005, Hedstrom and Swedberg
1998b, Higgs et al. 2004, Little 1998, Moren and Blom 2003, Psillos 1999, Sawyer 2004,
Steel 2004).

The critical realist notion of causality is unique as it is based upon a stratified reality that
is broken up into three ontological domains: the real, actual, and empirical (Bhaskar
1978, p. 13).** The real consists of the “realm of objects, their structures and powers”
(Kazi 2003, p. 23). A structure consists of a set of relations that constitute that structure

(or system) that is held together by bonds of some sort (Bunge 2004, p. 188). Emerging

** This differentiation stems from Bhaskar’s analysis of experimental activity:
“It is a condition of the intelligibility of experimental activity that in an experiment the
experimenter is a causal agent of a sequence of events but not of the causal law which the
sequence of events enables him to identify. This suggests that there is a ontological distinction
between scientific laws and patterns of events” (Bhaskar 1978: 12)
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from these relations are the particular capacities to behave (causal powers) that are
“nothing other than the way of acting of a thing” (Bhaskar 1998a, p. 38). Thus, the
internal relations that constitute the structure of a thing give it both its qualitative
properties as well as its causal powers. Consequently, an entity is not reducible into its
constituent parts. Rather, it is more than the sum of its parts as it has emergent,
qualitatively distinct, causal powers due to the structure of relations between these parts.
The classic example is that of water:

“the combination of two hydrogen molecules with one oxygen molecule results in
water whose emergent properties are new and very different than those of the
parts taken separately (Sayer 2000, pp. 12-13)” (Smith 2006).

Only at the composite level does water have the causal ability to “flow” and “get wet”
that does not exist in the individual hydrogen and oxygen molecules.™ It is the activity of
these casual powers, the generative mechanisms, that gives rise to all the states and
happenings in the world (Bhaskar 1998a, p. 34).°® The level of the actual refers to these
happenings, that is “what happens if and when these powers are activated” (Kazi 2003, p.
23). Finally, the level of the empirical corresponds to the domain of human experience of

the states and happenings in the world.

Causation exists at the level of the real, what happens in the actual, and what we see in
the empirical. This distinction illustrates the ontological difference between the
generative mechanisms notion of causality and the event regularity notion of causality
(Sayer 2000, pp. 14-15). Event regulatory causality works at the level of the empirical as
it consists of observed events. The difference is the ontological depth (Pawson and Tilley
1997) that exists between the level of the empirical and the real where structures and

generative mechanisms are found (see Figure 3).

* Note the use of thick causal concepts here, “flow” and “get wet”.

% Note that the words causal powers and generative mechanisms are often used interchangeably in critical
realists texts (e.g. Danermark et al. 2003). There is also some confusion in that a generative mechanism is
seen as a property of a structure (a causal power) as well as the generative process that brings about an
outcome (event). For simplicity’s sake generative mechanism is used in both senses in this thesis, as a
causal power of a structure and a process (what it does when it is activated) that generates an outcome.
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Figure 3 There is ontological depth between the level of
observable (empirical) and the activities of the generative
mechanisms that produce the ebb and flow of empirical events.
Note that the term ‘“‘Structures” here refers to the underlying
structures of reality.

The word tendency is used to describe this notion of causality (Bhaskar 1998a, p. 34).
This word helps express the non-deterministic nature of generative mechanisms. The
structure of a particular thing (natural or social) does not pre-determine but rather enables
what can happen (Sayer 2000, pp. 12, 15, 95). These objects exist within a context of
other objects (with generative mechanisms) and therefore the extent and nature of their
activation depends upon these circumstances (Bhaskar 1978, p. 173). Describing the
generative mechanism approach (where causal powers are equivalent to generative
mechanisms), Sayer lays out four reasons why this is not a deterministic notion of
causality (Sayer 2000, p. 95):
1) The existence of causal powers are contingent on the presence of particular
structures,
2) The exercise of these powers is contingent,
3) The outcomes of the exercise of these powers depends on their interaction with
other contingent phenomena (i.e. other generative mechanisms in the domain of
the actual), and

4) The powers themselves can be altered.

The terminology of tendencies has been used before in the information systems literature.

Indeed, part of the argument made in this chapter is that notions such as tendency fit well
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with the empirically non-deterministic nature of social phenomena (Smith 2006,
Walsham 1995, pp. 78-79). A good example of research that is compatible with the
tendency notion described here can be found in Bellamy & Taylor’s (1998) approach to
the interaction of ICT and government. Bellamy & Taylor take a social shaping
perspective while still allowing for a non-deterministic causal role for ICT. For them,
ICT are inherently “ambiguous technologies”, neither necessarily good nor bad:

“[technologies] offer fundamental choices to the institutions which control the
strategic direction of a society. That is, reflexive electronic technologies
simultaneously hold within them tendencies towards Orwellian control of
individuals and tendencies towards enriching the experience of employment and
the meaning of citizenship. Neither tendency can be entirely suppressed, but nor
does either represent an overwhelming imperative” (Bellamy and Taylor 1998,
pp. 31-32).

Structure

A long-standing debate in sociology has been structure versus agency. Ultimately, this
debate revolves around an ontological position with respect to social objects and forces in
the world and if and how they causally interact with individuals. Classically, the debate
has been between individual and holistic positions (Hollis 1994).37 Individualistic
sociology denies any role of social entities or forces, whereas holistic accounts argue that
individual behaviour and social change are the products of social forces and individuals

have little or no agency (Porpora, 1989).

In contemporary sociology, two new perspectives have emerged with unique ontological
positions that posit the interaction of structure and agency: structurational and relational
theories (Porpora 1998). Structuration theory takes a middle way between individualism
and holism (Jones et al. 2004). The focus is on the “duality” of agency and structure that

are “dependent upon each other and recursively related”, ultimately reducing both agency

7 The term holistic might be misleading for some who use the term to refer to an approach that
encompasses the interaction of all the components. Here holistic is used to refer to the view that the
individual finds meaning and purpose with respect to the whole of society, rather than individually.
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and structure to social practices (Rose 1998).%® Critical realists take a relational approach
that is fundamentally different from methodologically individualist, holist, and
structuralist conceptions (Archer 1995, Bunge 2004).* Critical realists hold that social
structures, such as gangs, churches, and governments have an ontological existence that
is both autonomous and independent from individuals. Like natural entities, social
structures also emerge from relations; the relations between humans and between these
human relations and nature (Bhaskar 1998b). Crucially, these relations are both necessary

and relatively enduring, implying that they can be studied (Archer 1995, p. 166).

As discussed, the critical realist ontology incorporates substantial ontological furnishings.
Of these, perhaps the most contentious is the belief that social entities have an ontological
status, are autonomous, and causally efficacious (Archer 1995). The emergent properties
imply that these structures are neither reducible to individuals, contra sociological
individualism, nor reducible solely to the activities of individuals, contra the structuralist
perspective (Archer 1995, Bhaskar 1998b). To avoid the critique of the reification of
social structures, the ontological status is sustained through a concept of emergence.
Social entities are reproduced and transformed through a dialectical process; people
experience structures as an objective reality and through human activities transform or
reproduce these structures which form the new social environment of these individuals
(Bhaskar 1998b, p. 34). However, social entities also exist prior to human activity that
reproduces those structures which logically implies that they are at least partially
independent from those activities (Bhaskar 1998b, p. 25). For example, the London
School of Economics existed long before my stint as a student and will undoubtedly
continue in the absence of my activities that in part work to reproduce the institution.
Consequently, critical realists, following Archer’s morphogenetic approach (Archer

1995, Archer 1996) suggest that the analysis of social change can follow this dialectical

¥ Structuration theory has been extensively employed in interpretive IS and IT for development research
(e.g. Heeks 2001b, Jones et al. 2004, Kouroubali 2002, Orlikowski 1992, Orlikowski 2000, Walsham and
Sahay 1999). This approach has a special appeal because it allows for interpretive research to incorporate
technology as an “interplay between technology and human action” (Avgerou 2002, p. 56).

% See (Stones 2001) for a counterargument to the realism—structuration divide, and ways that the two
sociological theories can compliment each other. This conception of structure can be traced back to Marx
(Porpora 1998).
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process, tracing the interaction of social structure and agency through time; something

structuration theory fails to be able to do (Archer 1995).

Bhaskar further makes a transcendental argument for the ontological status of social
structures. One can assume their existence through the evidence of their causal impacts
(Layder 1998). In other words, emergent social structures have social properties that
causally impact on the individuals that constitute them as well as on other social
structures (macro-micro and even potentially macro-macro) (Bhaskar 1998b, Mayntz
2004, Sawyer 2002, Sawyer 2003). This is crucial because many social phenomena such
as class structure may not be directly observed or measured, while their impacts may be

detectable.**

As mentioned, the ontological position of the existence of social entities is not an
uncontroversial position (Carter 2002, Hedstrom 2005, Kiviven and Piiroinen 2004,

Lewis 2000, Little 1998).*" At the end of the day, the actual ontological existence of

0 These arguments are reinforced by other arguments for the objective ontological status of social entities
(see: Berger and Luckman 1967, Searle 1995).
*! This is especially controversial for individualists or pragmatists who believe that social reality can
ultimately be adequately explained by aggregating the activity of individuals (Hedstrém 2005, King 1999,
Kiviven and Piiroinen 2004, Little 1998). However, even if social structure can be reduced to the existence
of “other people”, it still maintains a focus on relations as well as the social constraints they place on
people (King 1999). King, arguing against Archer’s ontological position on social structure outlines his
individualist position stemming from interpretivism,
“The interpretive approach insists that society must be understood in terms of individuals and their
interrelations alone and that any form of ontological dualism which posits a realm of objective or
structural features is a mere reification which can at all times be reduced to individuals and their
interactions ... The interpretive tradition fully recognises the constraint which society places upon
the individual ... that social constraint stems from the relationships between individuals which
necessarily limits the kinds of practices which any individual can perform” (King 1999, pp. 222-
223).

The core of the issue is that it seems highly misleading if not outright impossible to accurately supply a
completely non-social (strictly individualistic) account of human behaviour as human behaviour always
involve social predicates (Bhaskar 1998b). To be completely clear, it is the position of this author that,
following Archer’s (2000b) rebuttal of King (King 1999), if one assumes that something exists for
methodological purposes, it is only consistent to assert that it exists ontologically with causal effects.

It is this causal role that makes understanding the relations of social entities fundamental to our
understanding of human behaviour. Social structure has causal efficacy shaping human behaviours, indeed,
arguably being necessary for humans to understand the world as a meaningful reality (Berger and Luckman
1967, p. 130) and engage in intentional human action (Bhaskar 1998b, pp. 34, 36-37). Thus it is centrally
important to research to understand the nature of the generative mechanisms of social entities and how they
causally impact on individuals.
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social structures may be a moot point. Whether they exist or not, what is agreed upon is
that it is methodologically very useful to maintain the concept of structure (Hedstrom
2005, chapter 4, Kincaid 1996, Mayntz 2004, Moren and Blom 2003, Sawyer 2002,
Sawyer 2003), if only heuristically (King 1999, p. 223).**

Recall that generative mechanisms of social entities emerge from social interrelations
(Archer 1998, p. 192). An individual is subject to these mechanisms by virtue of their
position relative to others within these social entities, and society as a whole.
Consequently, one’s position in this web of relations structures the possibilities and
reasoning for an individual’s action through the provision of material resources and
normative ideas (Archer 1995, p. 212). Bhaskar argues that the point of contact between
the social structure and the individuals who reproduce or transform it — the link between
structure and agency — is to be found in positioned-practices; that is “positions (places,
functions, rules, tasks, duties, rights, etc.) occupied (filled, assumed, enacted, etc.) by
individuals, and of the practices (activities, etc.) in which, in virtue of their occupancy of
these positions (and vice versa), they engage” (Bhaskar 1998b, p. 41). Consider the
following example,

“In the social world, people’s roles and identities are often internally related, so
that what one person or institution is or can do, depends on their relation to others;
thus what it is to be a tutor cannot be explained at the level of individuals but only
in terms of their relation to students, and vice versa” (Sayer 2000, p. 13).

Unlike the direct push or pull of physical causality, a more apt metaphor for this type of
causality is the rules of chess or the blueprint of a house (Groff 2004, p. 110). Social
structures are not voluntary actors in the same way as people (Lewis 2000). Bhaskar
likens the impact of social structures to the rules of grammar — they “impose limits on the

speech acts we can perform, but they do not determine our performances” (Bhaskar

*2 This is clear in the King quote above where he implies the existence of relations with causal efficacy
(constrain and enable), even if they can be ultimately explained by referring to other people. Thus, the issue
of structure gets shifted from the ontological to the epistemological domain. Hedstrém (2005), whose
methodological individualism rejects the ontological status of social entities explains this position,
“From an epistemological point of view, social emergence refers to social properties that cannot,
in practice, be predicted by knowing everything there is to know about the pre-emergent properties
of the parts” (Hedstrom 2005, p. 74).
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1998b, p. 36). Instead, social entities have causal influence through how they structure
the circumstances of the agency of individuals, shaping their choices and capacities
(Bhaskar 1998b, p. 36, Little 1998, p. 202, Pawson and Tilley 1997, p. 66). They provide
the objective social influences that “[condition] action patterns and [supply] agents with
strategic directional guidance” (Archer 1995, p. 196). Of course, individuals who occupy
particular positions can still act with free-will. People “respond” rather than “react”
(Moren and Blom 2003). However, their possibilities for action are objectively
constrained and enabled. A classic example is that an individual is always free to act on
false beliefs. However, this is risky behaviour that will have objective consequences
despite the actor’s belief system (Archer 2002, Elster 1989, p. 20). For example, I could
convince myself that this PhD is already completed, but unless the university structure
and rules change, I must complete several other activities as dictated by my role as a

student.

Agency

The voluntarism of individuals means that social change can only be brought about
through the activity of individuals; “the elementary actor is the wellspring of action, no
matter how complex are the structures through which action takes place” (Coleman 1994,
p- 503). Any theory of action (and consequently of social change) must include individual
level mechanisms that generate intentional human behaviour (Bhaskar 2002, p. 21,
Kincaid 1994, p. 511, Little 1998, Sayer 2000, p. 27). In other words, causal mechanisms
in the social sciences imply inner states on the part of the individuals (Kurzman 2004) as
the reasons and resources on offer from the structure are “taken up, articulated and acted
upon” (Archer 1995, p. 253). There are a myriad of sui generis properties of humans that
are causally efficacious generative mechanisms including reasons, beliefs (Bhaskar
1998b, Sayer 2000, p. 27) emotionality, memory (continuity of self), desires, reflexivity,
sense of self, personal identity, and intentional agency (Archer 2002, Carter and New
2004). Ultimately, these are psychological and socio-psychological mechanisms that
mediate the influences of social structures, combining desires, beliefs and opportunities

resulting in human behaviour (Hedstrom and Swedberg 1998a, p. 23).
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Fundamentally, this is a naturalist argument that an individual’s personhood, or agency,
emerges from the individual’s internal biological and cognitive structure that are
constantly shaped through their interactions and relations with the world (Archer 2000a,
Archer 2002). According to Archer, an individual, through positive and negative
reinforcement develops a value system, i.e. their cares and concerns about three orders of
reality; the natural, practical, and social. It is one’s relationship with these three orders of
reality that forms an individuals’ identity (personal and social). For example, “one can be
healthy and tall (natural), a bad cook and clumsy (practical), as well as a mother, student,
member of a church, and a citizen (social)” (Smith and Seward 2005). As Sen (2002)
argues, we all have multiple identities. A person is constantly prioritizing and weighing
these cares and concerns (values) that constitute their identities. Thus, if we wish to
understand human behaviour, we must understand how structure interacts with the

prioritized cares and concerns of people.

The critical realist approach to explanation is only partly naturalist, however, as there
must always be a hermeneutic component (interpretive understanding) in the social
sciences (Sayer 2000, p. 17). Critical realism has been criticised for being undersocialised
(Klein 2004). This critique, while it may be valid to a certain extent, overlooks the fact
that critical realism works at a different level of abstraction than interpretivism. Critical
realism metaphysics provides the flexibility for the possibility for incorporating both
causal mechanisms and meaning. Agential mechanisms like interpretations, beliefs, and
reasons are both causal mechanisms (Sayer 2000, p. 27) as well as inherently meaningful
(Groff 2004, p. 124). Thus to casually explain individual actions, one must understand
them: “The interpretation and understanding of the meaning with which persons invest
different situations and actions becomes of central significance to causal explanations of
social actions” (Ekstrom 1992, p. 117). Consequently, critical realists are “obsessed” with
understanding the motives, world views, meanings, knowledge, etc. that are at play in

determining people’s behaviour (Stones 1996, p. 65).

An individual level theory provides the point of connection between macro and micro

level processes. The agential mechanisms mediate an individual’s response to different
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situational stimuli, for example, priming them to be more or less proactive in their
relationship with structure (Archer 2000a). It is the inability to cope with the diversity of
agential mechanisms that has been a major problem with many overly simplistic social
models, such as the self-interested maximiser of classical economics. Subsequent to
critiques, economists have slowly incorporated more behavioural complexities into their
model of man (theories of individual action). It is here, perhaps, that the interpretive
approach to the social sciences has its greatest contribution. Working at the individual
level, one can try to identify the major agential mechanisms that interact with different

structural influences, further expanding the depth and breadth of social theory.

Information technology

The final causal component to any IS study is technology. It is helpful to think about
technology-in-use as a set of “standing possibilities” (Kallinikos 2002).*> Technologies,
like other aspects of physical reality and social structure, offer reasons and resources for
human action. Thus, technology is not causally deterministic over human behaviour, it
merely works to constrain and enable behaviour. However, the causal mechanisms of
technology extend beyond the isolated technical artefact and its technocratic logic. The
manifestation of a particular tendency is dependent not only on its own internal structure
but also the specifics of human interaction. Indeed, its active use and impacts can extend
way beyond its originally intended purpose, subject to its material limits, of course.* It is
this openness of possibilities that allows for ICT to be ‘“ambiguous technologies”

(Bellamy and Taylor 1998, p. 31) in their implementation.

* This approach can be seen in contrast to the interpretive focus on the social shaping of technology that
made it difficult to incorporate technological factors into explanations. Fortunately, it is possible to merge
the insights of “interpretive flexibility” (Orlikowski 2000) or the social construction/shaping of technology
(Howcroft et al. 2004) with the generative mechanism view of technology.

* Discussions of how a particular technology may be interpreted or used symbolically, for example, mean
that its causal impact may seem to move beyond its physical materiality. Discussion of its role in discourse
or as a symbol move completely into the realm of human social interaction, and in its essence, the
technology is no longer causally active. However, this falls outside of the point being made here. The
discussion above is limited to the actual causal impacts of technology-in-use. In fact, I would argue that the
extended impacts of technology (for example, as a projection of power) are a consequence of, at least in
part, its technological logic.
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To understand technology, it is useful to try to identify the influential generative
mechanisms inherent in a technology and to show how they work to shape an individual’s
situation, and therefore scope of possibilities. An example of a similar orientation to the
causal powers of technology is put forth by Kallinikos (2001, 2002) whose goal is to
transcend the human-technology interface to discover the core properties of technology.
The idea here is that it is helpful to have a theoretical understanding of what these
mechanisms are in order to theorise and test their potential impacts. Of course, these
causal properties are generally technology specific. Thus, the details of the generative

mechanisms of e-government systems will be detailed in chapter 4.

2.3 IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH
The prior sections described the major ontological commitments made for this research
approach. These ontological assumptions are more than cosmetic, as they have significant
implications for the activity of research itself (Pawson and Tilley 1997, chapter 1). This
section focuses on three interrelated implications for research that make it different from
the paradigmatic approaches to Information Systems research (positivism and

interpretivism): the nature of explanation, theory development, and generalisation.

2.3.1 CASUAL EXPLANATORY APPROACH
Critical realist explanation is causal/explanatory (Fleetwood 2001), predicated on
locating causal powers (generative mechanisms). This raises several important
epistemological implications. The first is that it is a rejection of the search for universal
covering laws as the goal of explanation (Elster 1998, Sawyer 2004). Such laws do not
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exist as event conjunctions are, as discussed, “‘phenomenal’ rather than governing”
(Little 1998, p.193). This implies a reduced concern with empirical conjunctions of
events, as they are only potentially indicative of underlying mechanisms (Sayer 2004, p.
11). While there may be no universal regularities, however, there may be partial event
regularities that “prima facie [indicate] the occasional, but less than universal,
actualization of a mechanism or tendency, over a definite region of time-space” (Bhaskar

and Lawson 1998, p. 13). Thus, we should take such regularities as evidence, “and only

56



one kind of evidence at that—that certain kinds of singular causal fact have happened”

(Cartwright 1989, p. 2).

Second, it is crucial to note that the social world is an open system. As discussed, this in
part implies that mechanisms are non-deterministic in the generation of outcomes.
Consequently, deductive prediction is not the goal of realist science (Bhaskar 1998b).
This does not imply that some qualified prediction is not possible in some situations.
Rather, explanation does not necessarily equate to prediction. The goal of a realist
science is to understand and explain these mechanisms (Houston 2001, p. 850), and

prediction may or may not follow.

Another important implication is that causal explanations are ceteris paribus partial
causes. This implies that the identification of any particular generative mechanism is only
a partial explanation (Dupre and Cartwright 1988, Kincaid 1996, p. 65). All outcomes are
co-determined by a myriad of interacting generative mechanisms (Sayer 2000, p. 95).
Furthermore, a generative mechanism may be active in a particular setting but the
particular outcome may not reach the level of the empirical as events may be
unsynchronized with the mechanisms (Higgs et al. 2004, p. 93) or other co-active
mechanisms may inhibit or countervail their activity (Bhaskar 1998b, p. 11).
Understanding the contextual mechanisms that work to inhibit or otherwise alter the
quality of the outcomes of generative mechanisms is important knowledge. This is a very
different methodological approach to explanation than the notion of competing covering
laws that do not allow for the simultaneous operation of causal forces (Cartwright 1989,

p. 139).

Finally, there are a range of different outcomes that can be described by causal
explanations. At the extremes we can find both big and little effects. Thinking about
different types of effects can help us to see how some situations may seem to reflect more
nomological characteristics while others are more idiographic (see Figure 4). In critical
realist terms, a big effect is the activity of a generative mechanism that overpowers many

other mechanisms in the context. For example, Madon (1992) revealed how cultural
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influences such as caste membership had a large impact on the uptake and use of
computers in rural development offices in India. These cultural values worked as
powerful motivations that overrode other potential individual desires or beliefs to use the
computer system. Essentially, she identified these cultural values as having a big effect.
Such effects may be readily identified by statistical methods. However, it should be
understood that statistical methods are really about the outcomes of causes, not the actual
causal mechanisms themselves (Dupre and Cartwright 1988, pp. 534). Consequently,
researchers must always be wary that there can be a variety of different causal processes
that could have brought about the empirical conjunctions found with the statistical
methods (Dupre and Cartwright 1988, p. 535). On the other hand, a little effect is where a
mechanism may be active but is not strong enough to have a broad and relatively
consistent outcome. It is overpowered and/or altered by contextual mechanisms. Such a
mechanism may result in a wide variety of qualitatively different outcomes. Of course, a
big effect in one context may prove to be a little effect in another depending upon the

nature of the context.
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Figure 4 Structures and their generative mechanisms can
create either little or big effects depending upon their ability
to override other active contextual mechanisms.
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2.3.2 MIDDLE RANGE THEORIES: HOW, FOR WHOM, AND IN WHAT
CIRCUMSTANCES

Adopting the generative mechanism notion of causality propels the role of theory to the
fore in explanation, although arguably theoretical formalisms are central to all social
science work (Tilly 2004). A generative mechanism is both an intransitive property of an
existing structure and an analytical construct (theory) used to represent this property.
Importantly, we must remember that these theories represent mechanisms with
ontological depth; they do not exist at the same level of real events. Thus, generative
mechanisms theories are not theories about real events, but are theories about what
produce them (Moren and Blom 2003, pp. 47-48). Explanation is found in the
identification and theorisation of the generative mechanisms that bring about social

change.

This approach to theory is more or less equivalent to Merton’s (1967) notion of middle-
range theories (MRT), an approach that is compatible with the generative mechanism
notion of causality (Danermark et al. 2003, p. 125, Moren and Blom 2003, Pawson and
Tilley 1997). MRT are described as follows:

“theories that lie between the minor but necessary working hypotheses that
evolve in abundance during day-to-day research and the all-inclusive systematic
efforts to develop a unified theory that will explain all the observed uniformities
of social behaviour, social organization and social change” (Merton 1967, p. 39).

Importantly, such theories ‘“are close enough to observed data to be incorporated in
propositions that permit empirical testing” (Merton 1967, p. 39). In other words, MRT

fall between universal theories and empirical data (George and Bennett 2005, p. 266).

Theorisation here is fundamentally based on an ideal-typical approach, where the goal is
to identify the distinctive core properties of the causal mechanism at work. An ideal type
theory 1) possesses all the relevant features or dimensions of the type and 2) exhibits
extreme clarity on all the features (Bailey 1994, p. 19). The starting point of theorisation
is the underlying relational structure with its emergent generative mechanism that
produces a particular event or semi-regularity. For example, the following chapter

theorises trust as a particular type of social relationship, with a unique set of necessary
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characteristics. Trust as a generative social mechanism emerges from this social
relationship and consequently enables particular behaviours that were not possible
beforehand. If we want to know what trust is, we have to clearly define the nature of this
relationship and its necessary characteristics, as well as the resultant tendencies. Thus, an
ideal-typical theory of a generative mechanism includes its necessary structural
components with its generative mechanisms that tend to produce a particular outcome. At
its core, this is the separation of the necessary causally efficacious features from the

nonessential ones (Shadish ef al. 2002, p. 9).

However, to theorise a tendency (that is, a theory of particular generative mechanisms) it
must include three components, as found in the formulation “x causes y (in circumstances
c)”. The ideal-typical theory stated above is acontextual in that it states simply:
mechanism x tends to generate outcome y. It is a mistake to think that explanations in
terms of simply the causal power is as far as science can go — it should also include in
what circumstances they are active (Fay 1994, p. 95). Thus, theorisation must include the
structure that underlies the generative mechanisms (structure of X), the outcome that
these mechanisms tend to produce (Y), and finally the elements of context that trigger or
inhibit the firing of these generative mechanisms (C).* Any explanation must include all
three of these elements. The end result is that we are interested in, to paraphrase Carlsson
(2003) and Pawson & Tilley (1997, p. 210), how, for whom, and in what circumstances
particular mechanisms generate particular outcomes. Consequently, causal explanation is
both context sensitive (context is important) while not overwhelmed by the details of

context (context is not everything).

2.3.3 GENERALIZATION
Theorisation and generalisation of structures and mechanisms require a different logic
than induction and deduction. The standard thinking on generalisation is that it is
ultimately an inductive venture (Lee and Baskerville 2003). Generalisation requires the

uniformity of nature assumption to be invoked, and consequently is never fully justified

> Note that this is the same as the CMO configuration (Context + Mechanism = Outcome) formulation of
Pawson and Tilley (1997).
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logically. However, the critical realist mode of theorising does not rely on the inductive
movement from empirical events in one context to empirical events in another context.
Rather, it moves retroductively (Archer et al. 1998) from an unexplained phenomenon at
the empirical level of reality to the deeper level of reality (the real) to hypothesise the
mechanisms that must exist to generate it (Stones 1996) (see Figure 5). Stones explains:

“Retroduction, for sociology, involves the postulation of social objects of
mechanisms, with definable powers, whose existence or activation is thought to
be making, or to have made, a significant causal contribution to a social
phenomenon that a sociologist wants to explain” (Stones 1996, p.37).

Empirical extrapolation————»

Empirical E1 E2 E3 E4 E5 .. EN

phenomenon/events

Retroductive
inference

S1 S2 S3

Fundamental structures

Figure 5 From “Two types of generalization” (adapted from Danermark et al., 2003,
p- 77). Retroductive inference generalization requires the abstraction of the
underlying fundamental structures and their causal mechanisms that generate the
empirical outcomes.

Retroduction does not follow the same logic as induction, the logic underlying the
standard notion of generalisation (Smith 2006). The external validity of generative
mechanisms hypothesised through retroduction is not dependent upon the uniformity of
nature, but rather on the internal validity of the abstracted ideal type theory (House 1991,
p- 8). Events do not repeat themselves, but there are generative mechanisms that can be
found in different settings. If the same generative mechanism is found in another context
it will have the tendency to produce the same effects by virtue of its very nature.
Therefore, the result of casual explanation that extracts the necessary causal features tell

us what is generalisable to other situations (Shadish et al. 2002, p. 10). This, of course, is
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not entirely unproblematic. It is still not possible to prove with logical certainty that a

particular generalisation is warranted.

However, while the same tendency [M] may be found in more than one context, the
generative mechanisms of the context [C] may be different. Consequently, generalisation
results from the identification of the ideal type theory M as well as its contingent
operation in different contexts (George and Bennett 2005, p. 236, Mayntz 2004, Pawson
and Tilley 1997). Extending this, one goal of social sciences might be to build up a
topology of mechanism [M] + context [C] = outcome [O] theories (Pawson and Tilley
1997). The more knowledge that we have of how mechanisms interact and are modulated
by specific contextual mechanisms, the more informed will be our generalisations as well

as policy and practice.

2.4 PRAGMATIC JUSTIFICATION
This section seeks to justify the research approach offered here through a discussion of its
benefits as a research approach. I have argued elsewhere that adopting critical realist
assumptions works to overcome theory-practice inconsistencies in other research
paradigms (positivism and interpretivism) (Smith 2006). This section puts forth two

pragmatic arguments for the benefits of adopting this approach.

The pragmatic arguments are based on the advantages that this approach offers for theory
building and social science research. The first argument is that adopting the assumptions
discussed above allows for the integration of research across different research paradigms
through its ability to provide a re-interpretation of these theories and findings in light of
new assumptions. The second argument lists a series of methodological implications that

aid in theory development.

Mingers (2004) argues that critical realism “subsumes” positivism and interpretivism. If
the positivist and interpretivist were to adopt critical realist assumptions, then Mingers is
right. However, subsumption requires that the research from other traditions be re-

interpreted in terms of critical realist assumptions. In fact, arguably the real power of
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critical realism lies in this re-interpretation of the activity of science (Ron 2002, p. 140)
to better explain previous research (e.g. Befani 2005, Fleetwood 2001, Pratschke 2003,
Ron 2002). The end result can then be considered the natural expression of what
researchers were doing all along as “social science explanations, currently and
historically, are inherently mechanistic explanations (Bunge 2004, p. 207, Hernes 1998)”
(Smith 2006, p. 203 italics in original).

The key to re-interpretation is found in the notion of generative mechanisms. If one
replaces the empiricist, non-essential, notion of causality implicit in both interpretivist
and positivist research with the notion of generative mechanisms, then it becomes

possible to re-interpret research in terms of the search for underlying causal mechanisms.

One objection to this type of integration is that different types of research are based upon
different assumptions that are fundamentally incompatible (Fitzgerald and Howcroft
1998). However, through re-interpreting the research with new ontological assumptions,
these incompatibilities can be resolved. For example, if processes are instead explained
with generative mechanisms, then interpretive and causal analysis are not opposed but
rather interdependent (Ekstrom 1992, p. 117). Reasons and beliefs can be considered
causal mechanisms that in part determine human behaviour. However, we may have to
understand these beliefs to know how and why they are causal, and how they interact
with other situational ideas and constraints. Indeed, studies of the process and
assumptions behind interpretivist research reveal the search for deeper causal processes

(Kakkuri-Knuuttila ez al. 2006).*

There are also several methodological benefits derived from the research approach:
e Allows for theoretical integration across social science disciplines — Through
the use of middle-range causal theory, it is possible to integrate research from

across the social sciences. This is because theories can incorporate causes that are

* This is in accord with Walsham’s (2006) suggestion that critical realist assumptions are appropriate to
underpin interpretive research. Earlier, Walsham specifically referred to the notion of ‘tendencies’ (i.e.
generative mechanisms) as an appropriate conceptualisation of causality for interpretivist generalisation
(Walsham 1995, pp. 78-79).
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micro or macro,”’ social or natural, as long as they refer to different parts of the
social and natural world. This approach encourages bringing in relevant
theoretical material from other sources (Layder 1998, p. 77).

¢ Develops practical theory - Middle-range causal theories are very good for both
practitioners and policy makers (George and Bennett 2005, chapter 12, Pawson
2003, Pawson 2004, Pawson and Tilley 1997). Applicable theory that informs
future action necessary involves causality (Markus and Robey 1988), ideally
including causal variables that can be influenced by the decision-maker (George
and Bennett 2005, p. 274).

¢ Encourages theoretical reflexivity and testing - The focus on ontology and the
centrality of theory encourages a dialectical research process whereby the
researcher is actively engaged in theorising based on data and other information
as well as critically examining and testing these theories (Layder 1998, p. 77).
This involves explicit reflexion on important underlying assumptions with the
potential to improve the quality of research (Smith and Madon 2007).

e (larifies the object of study which improves the choice of method - The
primacy of ontology forces a researcher to have at least a preliminary
conceptualisation of the object of study before engaging in research. This then
allows for a more informed method selection process based upon the object of
study, something that is rarely found in the literature (Sahay and Walsham 1995,
p. 119, Walsham and Sahay 2000).

e Encourages methodological reflexivity and methodological pluralism The
movement from ontology to epistemology, and not the other way around,
encourages openness to whatever method is best for the research at hand. This

opens up the researcher to the possibility of a wide variety of methods.

* This type of theorising is basically identical with the type of theorising proposed by George and Bennett,

typological theorising:
“An important advantage of typological theorizing is that it can move beyond earlier debates
between structural and agent-centered theories by including within a single typological framework
hypotheses on mechanisms leading from agents to structures and those leading from structures to
agents. This allows the theorist to address questions of how different kinds of agents (individuals,
organizations, or states, depending on the level of analysis) behave in and change various kinds of
structures” (George and Bennett 2005, p. 245).
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2.5 CONCLUSION
Underlying the choice of the philosophical assumptions and research approach taken in
this thesis is a concern with providing a logical and consistent manner to perform social
science research. A secondary goal is to develop an approach that a) is able to deal with
the complexities of social science research and b) allows for the possibility of theory-
testing and refinement and ultimately theory-building. One key component of this
approach is tying theory and explanation to the generative mechanism notion of causality.
The end result is a causal/explanatory research approach that aims to uncover the how,
for whom, and in what circumstances particular mechanisms operate. Now this approach
can be applied to the question of the relationship between e-governance and trust in low-
income countries; that is, how, for whom, and in what circumstances e-services build

trust in the state.
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3 THEORY I & II: TRUST AND INTITUTIONAL TRUST

The following two chapters present the theoretical framework for this thesis. In its
totality, the theoretical framework begins with a foundation of trust theory and builds up
to institutional trust and finally culminates with e-government and institutional trust. This
chapter establishes the first two components of the framework: (1) the sociological and
psychological understandings of trust (i.e. the core of trust theory) and (2) political
science theories of institutional trust. Chapter 4 builds on this foundation to develop an

integrated theory of e-government and institutional trust.

The conceptualisation of trust begins with the assumption that if one is to study trust, then
it must exist as a social thing. The discussion in Chapter 1 established that the concept of
trust warrants attention in research and policy due to its causal role in a myriad of social
relationships and even as foundational for democratic governance. Implicitly, that section
also argued for the ontological existence of trust. Trust as a social thing is established
through the causal criteria of existence; that is, we know that trust exists through its

causal impacts.

This approach is potentially problematic. There are risks, for example, of combining
different causal functions under the same label, when they actually stem from
fundamentally different social objects. This is an unfortunate difficulty in social science
that further highlights the importance of conceptual clarity. The best theory would be one
that can explain the whole causal chain, from the structure of trust, to its causal
mechanisms, to the outcomes that people attribute to trust (such as cooperation).
Completing this pathway provides greater confidence that a conceptualisation is accurate.

The goal of these two chapters is to complete that chain as thoroughly as possible.
This chapter has two main parts with five sections overall. Part I develops a theory of

trust. Within part I, the first section (3.1) explores the core of trust. Trust is revealed to be

a social relationship with two components: objective trustworthiness and subjective trust.
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Sections 3.2 and 3.3 consider these two components and how they are causally linked by
cognitive processes based on values, expectations, and the interpretation and assimilation
of trustworthiness cues. Part II extends the trust theory by delving into one type of trust;
institutional trust. This part is divided into two sections, the theory of institutional trust

(what it is) (3.4) and theories of how to build it (3.5).

3.1 PART I: THE CORE OF TRUST (AND TRUSTWORTHINESS)

Given the wide range of functions that trust plays in many types of social relationships, it
is not surprising that there is no consensus definition of trust (Barber 1983, Grabner-
Kriuter et al. 2006, Jones 2002, Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 2000). Definitions of trust
bring together a wide variety of seemingly related concepts such as faith, confidence,
alienation, expectations, risk, honesty, openness, social relationships, and many more (see
Table 4). Trust is defined in a variety of means and from a variety of perspectives. Often,
trust is defined in contrast to another conceptualisation of trust. For example, trust has
been conceptualised as primarily a social-structural versus an individual social-
psychological phenomena (Barber 1983), a product of self-interest (Cook et al. 2005,
Hardin 1991) versus moral/normative motivations (Braithwaite 1998a), ascribed versus
earned (Harré 1999, p. 256), unwarranted versus warranted (Warren 1999b), predictive
versus normative (Hollis 1998, p. 10), and blind versus active (Solomon and Flores
2001). It also has many social instantiations: interpersonal (Leach and Sabatier 2005),
public (Moon 2003), political (Cole 1973, Kumlin 2004, Levi and Stoker 2000, Mishler
and Rose 2001), democratic (Brennan 1998, Warren 2004), and institutional (Mishler and
Rose 2005, Pavlou and Gefen 2004, Zucker 1986), to list a few.
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Trust is...

“a judgement, however tacit or habitual, to accept vulnerability to the
potential ill will of others by granting them discretionary power over
some good” (Warren, 1999a, p. 311)

“the belief concerning the action that is to be expected from others. The
belief refers to probabilities that (certain categories of) other will do
certain things or refrain from doing certain things, which in either case
affects the well-being of the holder of the belief, as well as possibly the
well-being of others or a relevant collectivity” (Offe, 1999, p. 47).

“confidence in the reliability of a person or system, regarding a given set
of outcomes or events, where that confidence expresses a faith in the
probity or love of another, or in the correctness of abstract principles
(technical knowledge)” (Giddens, 1990, p. 34).

“a bet on the future contingent action of others” (Sztompka, 1999, p. 25)

“the socially learned and socially confirmed expectations that people
have of each other, of the organizations and institutions in which they live,
and of the natural and moral social orders that set the fundamental
understandings for their lives” (Barber, 1983, p. 165).

“a particular level of the subjective probability with which an agent
assess that another agent or group of agents will perform a particular
action, both before he can monitor such action (or independently of his
capacity ever to be able to monitor it) and in a context in which it affects
his own action” (Gambetta, 1988a, p. 217).

“to act in such a way as to give another agent power over us”
(Dumouchel, 2005, p. 425).

“the subjective assessment of one party that another party will perform a
particular transaction according to his or her confident expectations, in an
environment characterized by uncertainty” (Ba & Pavlou, 2002, p. 245).

“the sense of correct expectations about the actions of other people that
have a bearing on one’s own choice of action when that action must be
chosen before one can monitor the actions of those others” (Dasgupta,
1988, p. 51).

Table 4 Various definitions of trust found in the literature. Common key words
found in trust definitions are in bold.

There is an inherent tension when conceptualising trust between the breadth of material
on trust, the depth necessary for the empirical application of any research concept, and

any attempt to contribute back to trust theory. To conceptualise trust, a researcher must
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account for this wide diversity of different theoretical and empirical applications.*® This
diversity presents a problem. Given the wide variety of conceptions of trust, arguably it is
“whistling nonsense” to claim that there is ‘one’ true meaning of the term (Hardin 1999,
p. 26). Furthermore, trust in its many (causal) manifestations is most likely not one thing
with one source, but takes a wide variety of forms (Levi 1998, p. 79). On the other hand,
empirical research requires a specific conceptualisation. Indeed, several recent books on
trust have often applied loose conceptualisations of trust (such as in the vernacular)
resulting in inconsistent and or overly vague grand claims (Hardin 1999, p. 29). Finally,
unless there is a connection between the applied theory and the other theories of trust, no

theoretical contribution can emerge. So how can we make these necessary connections?

The philosophical and methodological developments in Chapter 2 present one possible
way forward. The goal is not to come up with a grand synthesis of trust theory, an
outcome which may be inconceivable (Gambetta 1988b). The ultimate goal is to logically
build up concrete and (ideally) testable propositions that connect to the core component
of trust. This is accomplished through the use of two levels of theory. On the
foundational level, the theory of trust is an ideal-type theory of the structures and
mechanisms that constitute trust.* This is the core of trust. It contains only the essential
components and leaves aside the contingent, or unessential, aspects. The assumption here
is, as Jones (2002) argues, that there is something called trust and that most theories take
into account this common core. This is encouraged by the fact that at least a “minimal

consensus about its meaning” has emerged (Levi and Stoker 2000, p. 476).

3.1.1 'TRUSTIS A SOCIAL RELATIONSHIP
In the literature, the starting point for any conceptualisation of trust is that trust involves
at least two social actors: where social actor A places her trust in social actor B (Hardin
1993, p. 507). For example, in the context of this research, a citizen (A) places trust (or

not) in a particular institution of democratic governance in Chile (B). In other words, trust

* Among the prominent social and political theorists that must be seriously considered are Barber,
Coleman, Fukuyama, Gambetta, Giddens, Hardin, Levi, Luhmann, Sztompka, and Warren.
* This means that for trust to be trust it must have these core structures and mechanisms to some degree.
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is a type of social relationship, with two purposive actors (Coleman 1994, p. 96, Harré
1999, Reed 2001). In general, trust is considered possible between a wide variety of
social actors such as between individuals, between individuals and systems (such as
institutions), and even between systems (Barber 1983, p. 18).%° Arguably we can speak of
“gradual, expanding, concentric circles of trust ... from the most concrete interpersonal
relations, toward more abstract orientation toward social objects” (Sztompka 1999, p.
42).3! Regardless of this abstractness of the social object, however, the logic is the same,
“We ultimately trust in human actions, and derivatively their effects, or products”

(Sztompka 1999, p. 46).

Given this, when talking about trust, it is always in reference to a particular social
relationship or system (Barber 1983, p. 17). This excludes the possibility to zrust in things
such as your bicycle, car, or computer to function consistently and properly. Instead,
these beliefs are attributed other terms such as a “reliance upon a regularity” (Offe 1999,
p- 52) or “predictive trust” (Hollis 1998, p. 10). Fundamentally, this distinction points to
the human characteristics that underlie trust, such as choice, risk, emotions, and the moral
dimensions of human behaviour. For example, you might be disappointed in the failure of
your computer to work properly, but it would be a stretch to feel betrayed (Solomon and
Flores 2001, p. 33). One of the main reasons for this is because the bicycle cannot know it
is being trusted (Offe 1999, p. 52). This self-awareness involved in trust helps make trust

what it is.

Viewing trust as a social relationship has important implications. Social relationships are
embedded. This means that trust includes the interaction of the two actors within

elements of structure (the structure of the relationship), and not just a social (emotional)

%% There are, of course, some theorists (most notably Russell Hardin) who contest the ability of trust to
extend beyond close personal relationships. This issue will be discussed in more detail in section 3.4.2.

! Sztompka lists these objects of social trust as personal, categorical, positional, group, institutional,
commercial, and systemic (Sztompka 1999, pp. 45-46).
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practice (cf. Solomon and Flores 2001).”* However, even though we view trust as a social
relationship, the importance of the component of trust as a practice is crucial if we are to
understand how trust is broken or built. Recall that the relational structure of society
holds that social relationships are reproduced or transformed through the actions of
individuals. Trust, like all social relationships, is always in flux; it can be initiated,

sustained, broken and repaired (Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 2000).

3.1.2 BOUNDARIES OF TRUST: DISCRETION AND RISK
There is a component of reliability in trust, the perceived and real reliability of the trusted
actor’s (B) behaviour. This behaviour, however, is always with respect to a limited
domain: the “boundaries of trust” (Harré 1999). Thus, we can refine the definition above
slightly to trust as a social relationship where A trusts B to do C “in matters of D”
(Hardin 2002b, p. 9), or “to act from a certain motivation” E (Blackburn 1998, p. 30).
This is the behaviour that is expected of the trusted actor given their role in the social
relationship (Harré 1999, p. 257, Seligman 1997). For example, you may not trust your
newborn baby to the care of the bus driver, but you probably would trust the bus driver to

get you to work safely and on time.

This discussion brings up two important elements of trust: discretion and risk. “As
virtually all writers on trust agree, trust involves giving discretion to another to affect
one’s interests” (Hardin 1991, p. 507, Hardin 2002b). Reliance on deterministic
behaviour does not require trust. For Coleman (1994), trust situations are a subclass of
situations that involve risk; that is, those situations where the risk one takes depends on
the discretion and performance of the other. From a rational choice perspective, this
implies that trust is in some way a weighing off of the risk of potential gains and losses

when deciding to trust another (Coleman 1994).

>* To reduce trust to a social practice is to perform what Archer (Archer 1995) would call a “central
conflation”. This is a parallel to fallacy committed by Giddens’ Structuration theory that Archer argues
conflates the separate but interdependent aspects of agency and structure into agency. To do so eliminates
the possibility of analysing the interaction of agency and structure through time (Archer 1995). Indeed, at
the end of the day, Giddens argues for methodological bracketing that just moves the agency-structure
dualism from the theoretical to the methodological level, at a minimum admitting to its analytical
importance (Archer 1995, p. 88). This is a methodological shift from an analysis of solely practices to
include an analysis of the reasons (both structural and internal to the agent) for trust practices.
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Using trust as a mechanism for dealing with the discretion of others has benefits. Trust
shapes future possibilities of action, through the changing of a relationship, thus changing
the situation within which action occurs. The trust relationship establishes a set of mutual
rights and obligations for both sides of the relationship (Reed 2001, p. 217). A trust
relationship provides B with the space for discretion, and A is free to behave as if B will
complete their obligations with respect to C. Placing trust opens up whole new set of
possibilities that emerge from this freedom and openness to uncertainty (Solomon and

Flores 2001, p. 50), for both the truster and trustee (Coleman 1994, see chapter 5).

3.1.3 'TRUST AND TRUSTWORTHINESS: TWO SIDES OF A TRUST RELATIONSHIP

In any one situation, there are four extremes of possibilities relating trust and
trustworthiness: trust may be given but misplaced, trust may be given and well placed,
trust may be correctly withheld, and trust may be incorrectly withheld. These different
possibilities highlight the need to differentiate between the subjective element of trust
given by the truster, and objective characteristics of trustworthiness held by the trustee. It
has arisen as important in other theoretical and empirical research on organizational trust
(Mayer et al. 1995) and trust in the state (Hardin 1993, Hardin 1996, Levi 1998, Levi and
Stoker 2000).

This distinction is not analytically pure as is made evident by the many writers who
conflate this important distinction between trust and trustworthiness (Hardin 1993, p.
512, Hardin 1996, Hardin 2002b, Solomon and Flores 2001, p. 56). The confusion arises
because trust and trustworthiness are both autonomous of each other and dependent upon
each other. Objective trustworthy features are only trustworthy with respect to the truster.
Trustworthiness is both an objective feature of the relationship and simultaneously a
subjective feature of that relationship; that is, trust and trustworthiness are “mutually
defining” (Solomon and Flores 2001, p. 56). Consequently, trustworthiness must always
be defined with respect to the social relationship and to the subjective views of the

trustee. This has important implications for any research on trust.
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3.1.4 EXPECTATIONS AND VALUES: LINKING TRUST AND TRUSTWORTHINESS
Connecting trust and trustworthiness is a necessarily subjective core component of trust:
expectations. It was Luhmann (1979) and Barber (1983) who developed theory for the
relation between an actor’s expectations and trust. For Barber, trust and trustworthiness
can only be understood in terms of the truster’s expectations. Recall the definition of trust
above, truster A trusts trustee B to do C. Thus, trust placed means that truster A has

expectations that B will fulfil their requisite obligations.53

The expectations a person holds are determined not just by the situation and obligations
entailed in the trust relationship, but by the values held by the truster. One’s value system
sets the range of expected and morally appropriate actions, whether or not the trusted
shares those same expectations or values. In this way, the objective features of
trustworthiness are determined by the subjective value system of the truster,

“...definitions of trustworthiness, with regard to both interpersonal and
interinstitutional relationships, must always be seen in the context of their
defining values. Shared or differing values will always be important for
descriptions and analyses of situations of trustworthy competence of fiduciary
responsibility” (Barber 1983, p. 66).

In this way we see that values and expectations are the central link that connects the
subjective and objective components of trust and trustworthiness in a reciprocal social

relationship.

>3 Barber refers to three types of expectations; “the persistence and fulfilment of the natural and the moral
social orders”, “expectation of technically competent role performance from those involved with us in
social relationships and systems”, and “that partners in interaction will carry out their fiduciary obligations
and responsibilities, that is, their duties in certain situations to place others’ interests before their own”
(Barber 1983, p. 9). Similarly, Zucker (1986, pp. 57-58) argues that there are two major components to
trust: background expectations and constitutive expectations. Background expectations refer to the “taken
for granted” attitudes in daily life that include the set of background social knowledge (shared symbols and
interpretive frames) that are common to a collectivity. Constitutive expectations are those with respect to
“the rules defining the context or situation”. Ultimately these expectations set expectations of “rationally
effective and emotionally and morally appropriate” actions (Barber 1983, p. 9). Sztompka (1999) provides
a scale of expected conduct, from least to most demanding expectations; instrumental, moral, and fiduciary.
Instrumental expectations are expectations of regularity, reasonableness, and efficiency. Moral expectations
are that we expect people to be morally responsible, kind, truthful, and fair. Finally, fiduciary expectations
are those based on the person’s obligations to others interests.
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3.2 TRUSTWORTHINESS

If a truster bases a trust judgement on expectations of trustworthiness, then what can be
said about the components of trustworthiness? With regard to the trust A has in B to do
C, for B to be trustworthy, B must have both the motivation and the competence to do C
(Hardin 1999, p. 28, Kee and Knox 1970).54 While these two components constitute
trustworthiness, arguably it is the motivation behind the action that necessitates the need
for trust. Dasgupta argues that “confidence stems from ability, and trust from a person’s
underlying disposition or motivation” (Dasgupta 1988, p. 52: see footnote 3). Recall that
trust only happens when there is discretion with respect to C. Thus,

“You trust him only because, knowing what you know of his disposition, his
available options and their consequences, his ability and so forth, you expect that
he will choose to do it” (Dasgupta 1988).

In other words, it is only in areas of discretion, where roles are open to negotiation,
interpretation, and alternative actions, where trust is necessary (Seligman 1997, p. 27).

Consequently, the focus in this section is on the source of motivations of trustworthiness.

These sources of trustworthy motivations can be found under different names in the
literature. For example, Zucker (1986) calls them “modes of trust production” and
Sztompka (1999) calls them the “foundations of trust”. This analysis starts from
Williams® (1988) analysis of cooperation that helps us to analytically consider the
different types and sources of motivations that encourage cooperation (or in this case,
trustworthy behaviour). First, it is possible to identify two levels of sources of
motivations: macro and micro-motivations. These two sources are generally reflected in
the literature by the dichotomies that emphasise social-structural or social-psychological
types of trust (Leach and Sabatier 2005). Within each of these levels there are two types
of motivation: egoistic and non-egoistic.” This represents another dichotomy in the trust

literature, that between rational self-interest accounts (Cook et al. 2005, Hardin 1991,

>* These words have many synonyms in the literature, such as fiduciary and technical competence (Barber
1983).

> Not surprisingly, these four types of trustworthy mechanisms fit easily into line with the two ontological
components of social reality a relational structure and agency. Note that this also parallels Sztompka’s
(1999) three dimensions of trust: relational, cultural, and psychological.
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Hardin 2002b) and normative, moral, and emotional accounts of trust (Blackburn 1998,

Lewis and Weigert 1985).

Here we are talking about the actual social and psychological structures that combine to
generate the motivational tendencies to engage in trustworthy behaviour. These
motivations flow from the interaction of several mechanisms: internal psychological
structures, the cultural ideas that provide the normative obligations to trust, and the
structure of the relationship. Put in other terms, these structures provide the ability
(physical and psychological), motivation (personal values, norms), and incentives
(structure, cultural norms) to fulfil the expected obligation. Of course, these influences

interact, and th