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Abstract

Transparency is considered a key value for trustworthy governments. However, the effect of
transparency on citizens’ trust across different national cultures is overlooked in current
research. This article compares the effect of transparency on trust in government between the
Netherlands and South Korea. The effect is investigated by two similar series of three
experiments. We hypothesize that the effect of transparency differs, because both countries
have different cultural values regarding power distance and short and long-term orientation.
Results reveal similar patterns in both countries: transparency has a subdued and sometimes
negative effect on trust in government. However, the negative effect in South Korea is much
stronger. This implies a subdued and negative effect of transparency on trust in the short term
in both countries. Nevertheless, the difference in the magnitude of transparency’s effect
suggests that national cultural values play a significant role in how people perceive and

appreciate government transparency.



1. Introduction

Government transparency is seen by many as one of the keys to better governance. It can help
prevent corruption, contribute to legitimacy, enhance government performance by increasing
efficiency, and promote principles of good governance (e.g. Florini 1998; Birkinshaw 2006;
Hood 2006; Roberts 2006). Moreover, government transparency is seen not only as a means
to achieve certain goals, but has become a goal in itself. According to some transparency

should even be viewed as a basic human right (i.e. “the right to know”, Birkinshaw 2006).

The emergence of the ICTs and later the Internet has given rise to new possibilities for
transparency: information can be stored and disseminated more easily by government.
Furthermore, government information can now be read by anyone with access to the Internet;
independent of time or place. This gave rise to a particular form of transparency: computer-
mediated transparency (Meijer 2009). ICTs have catalyzed the spread and permeation of
(government) information and eventually transparency practices throughout government.
Although Freedom of Information Laws form the backbone for government transparency,

computer-mediated transparency is an essential part of modern day government transparency.

Transparency is now proposed as the solution to one of the most intangible problems of
democratic governance: citizens’ increasing mistrust of government. Several authors argue
that increased citizen knowledge of government processes and performance will increase
understanding and trust in government (Bok 1997; Cook et al. 2010). This alleged positive
effect of transparency on trust in government is extensively debated in the literature. As
suggested above, optimists argue that transparency creates a culture of openness within
government organizations which will strengthen citizen trust (Hood 2006, 217). On the other

hand, skeptics stress that more transparency can elicit uncertainty and confusion among the



public (O’Neill 2002). Other scholars emphasize that transparency might have no effect at all,
because other determinants of trust in government are more important (e.g. Roberts 2006,
119). Recent empirical research shows that the positive effects of transparency on trust in
government are limited at best (Tolbert and Mossberger 2006; De Fine Licht 2011;

Grimmelikhuijsen 2012).

However, studies on transparency overlook the effect of cultural differences between
countries on how transparency is viewed and related to citizen attitudes. Accounting for the
influence of national contexts on the relation between transparency and citizens attitudes
toward government is significant, as recent work has suggested that citizens’ predispositions
towards government in general influences the way government actions are perceived by the
public (Bouckaert and Van de Walle 2003; Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer 2012). General
predispositions of people are determined by individual factors, such as education, age and
political preference, and many studies have been carried out showing the influence of
individual characteristics on (transparency and) trust (e.g. Nye et al. 1997; Putnam 2002).
Nevertheless, to our knowledge no studies looked at the effect of transparency from a cultural
perspective. National culture is an important driver for the way people think and act in any
given society (Hofstede 2001). To fill this dearth in our knowledge, this article seeks to
assess the influence of national culture on the relation between transparency and trust. The

following research question will be central:

“To what extent does a country’s national culture affect the relationship between

transparency and trust in government organizations?”’



This paper combines a cross-country comparison with an experimental design. The cross-
country comparison will be used to compare the influence of national culture in each country.
Hofstede’s work on national culture will be used as a framework for assessing national
culture in the Netherlands and South Korea. According to Hofstede’s framework, both
countries contrast strongly on important cultural characteristics. To investigate the effect of
transparency on trust in both countries, a similar series of three experiments have been

carried out in South Korea and the Netherlands, in order to compare transparency’s effect

An experiment is particularly useful to assess the actual causal effect of transparency on trust
instead of mere correlation. Several groups of people are presented with different degrees and
types of transparency, and afterwards their trust levels are measured by means of a
questionnaire. By carrying out experiments, an empirically founded and more refined view on
causal relationships between transparency and trust in government can be provided. Each
experiment tests the effects of one type of transparency: decision-making transparency,
policy information transparency and policy outcome transparency. First the two core concepts

of the research question - transparency and trust — will be specified first.

2. Defining Transparency and Trust

2.1 Defining Transparency

Most definitions of transparency relate to the extent to which an entity reveals relevant
information about its own decision processes, procedures, functioning and performance
(Gerring and Thacker 2004; Welch, Hinnant, and Moon. 2005; Curtin and Meijer 2006). As
such, transparency typically incorporates multiple components including the availability of
information about the internal workings or performance of an organization. This enables

‘inward observability’, which refers the ability of individuals and groups outside of the



organization to monitor activities and decisions undertaken within the organization. This
leads to the following definition: Transparency is the availability of information about an
organization or actor allowing external actors to monitor the internal workings or

performance of that organization.

In this paper we will specifically focus on computer-mediated transparency (cf. Meijer 2009).
How to measure computer-mediated transparency in an experimental setting? This article
focuses on three different qualities of transparent information: completeness, color and
usability. Although these three characteristics are by no means exhaustive and do not capture
the full complexity of all features of transparency, these are considered central in many

discussions about transparency and are therefore central to this study.

Information completeness refers to whether the information is disclosed fully (i.e. its
comprehensiveness). Moon and Norris (2005) refer to transparency as the amount of
information available on official government websites. However, completeness of
information should not be equated to amount. For instance, government organizations that
overload citizens with a huge number of inaccurate policy reports might be considered less
transparent than those with concise yet accurate content.

The color of information refers to the degree of positiveness of the information.
Scholars seem to agree that information on government websites tends to be overly positive
about government actions or officials (Davis 1999; Etzioni 2010, 398; Porumbescu 2013). As
such, in this study the extent to which information is colored by a politically favorable
interpretation of the truth is the second central dimension of information.

The third major element in determining the degree of computer-mediated

transparency is the usability of information on a website. Instead of just divulging more



information, the way information is offered to the public is also important. For instance,
transparency also implies that information is disclosed in a timely matter and presented in an

understandable format (Larsson 1998; Dawes 2010).

In terms of its object, transparency concerns separate events and processes of government (cf.
Heald 2006; Grimmelikhuijsen and Welch 2012): 1) transparency of decision making
processes; 2) transparency of policy content; and 3) transparency of policy outcomes or
effects.!

Decision-making transparency concerns the degree of openness about the steps taken
to reach a decision and the rationale behind the decision. Democratic decision-making
transparency has traditionally been a cornerstone of accountability. This provides citizens
with relevant information about decisions that affect them, and allows them to check whether
these decisions are in line with acceptable norms or election promises. Open meetings and
open minutes of parliamentary meetings are examples of forms of decision-making
transparency. The critical aspect of transparency in decision-making relates not to the
decision itself; decision-making transparency is especially relevant to make visible how the
process of decision-making went, in this way the public is allowed to assess why the decision
outcome was the way it was. This study specifically focuses on this aspect of decision-
making transparency.

Policy transparency refers to the information disclosed by government about the
policy itself: what the adopted measures are, how they are supposed to solve a problem, how
they will be implemented and what implications they will have for citizens and other affected
groups. For example, many government organizations have websites on which they present

their policy plans containing proposed measures to combat pressing problems such as



pollution or crime. The actual policy is the outcome of a decision-making process, and hence
policy transparency might be considered to follow from decision-making transparency.
Policy outcome transparency captures the provision and timeliness of information
about policy effects. For example, it could show a city’s crime rates or disclose pollution
data. The importance of policy outcome transparency has been catalysed by the growing
emphasis of NPM-like reforms on policy results (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004). Further, policy
outcomes primarily regard the effect of the policy measures that have been carried out.

Therefore policy outcome transparency is considered to follow from policy transparency.

In this article three objects of transparency (decision-making, policy, and policy outcome)
and three dimensions of information (completeness, color and usability) will be tested. In
order to gain a deeper understanding of transparency, this multidimensionality will be used to
measure transparency more accurately (see section 5, the Method section, for information on

measures of these dimensions).

2.2 Defining and Measuring Trust in Government

This article focuses on institutional trust (e.g. Zucker 1986; Cook and Gronke 2005), but tries
to connect this to the general literature on trust. Trust is a nebulous concept and has been a
central object of study for decades in many disciplines. Understanding why and how people
trust has thus been the central focus of research for psychologists, sociologists, political
scientists, economists and organisational scientists. In order to fully understand trust in
government, we need to have an inter-disciplinary understanding of trust. However, across
and even within disciplines, a myriad of definitions, concepts and operationalizations are
being used in research. Because of this pluralism, Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, and Camerer (1998)

developed a cross-disciplinary definition of trust that is frequently cited in the social sciences:



Trust is ‘a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon

positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another.’ (Rousseau et al. 1998, 395)

According to Rousseau and colleagues, all definitions of trust are premised upon the presence
of some form of positive expectation regarding the intentions and behavior of the object of
trust (Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994; Kramer and Lewicki 2010). In the context of this
study, positive expectations can be thought of as perceptions of the trustworthiness of
government. Trustworthiness refers to the characteristics of the object of trust as perceived by
an individual (Kim 2005). A large body of literature has attempted to identify specific
elements that might influence an individual’s perceptions of trustworthy behaviors and
intentions. Generally, the importance of the various elements tends to differ according to the
discipline in question, for the reason that the object of trust often differs according to
discipline. Nevertheless, in spite of the diversity in terms of elements argued to influence
perceptions of trustworthiness, some degree of commonality can be found (Rousseau et al.
1998). To this end, although several differences exist among scholars regarding the elements
said to influence perceptions of trustworthiness, all elements tend to converge into distinct

dimensions. These dimensions, which are held in common are discussed below.

First, all authors find some form of competence to be a part of trustworthiness. Some call it
effectiveness (Hetherington, 1998) or expertise (Peters, Covello and McCallum 1997). Yet the
differences in meaning are subtle, so it should be clear that some evaluation of government

performance is part of its trustworthiness.

Further, nearly all authors regard benevolence as a part of trustworthiness. This can be

viewed as an ethical dimension of trustworthiness, as it particularly focuses on the intention



of government action. Some authors call this dimension care (Peters et al. 1997) or
commitment (Levi and Stoker 2000). It expresses some kind of interest by one being trusted
by those other than themself. Benevolence might be the term that best fits with this study’s
object of trust, namely government organizations. A government organization that genuinely

cares about the citizens it is serving would most likely be perceived as being benevolent.

A third dimension often reported by scholars that is also ethical is honesty, or the integrity of
the trusted. Honesty refers to the extent to which the other is perceived to tell the truth and
keep commitments. Benevolence and honesty are of a different nature than competence, as
they reflect ethical traits rather than some kind of capability. Benevolence reflects the
trustee’s motives and is based on altruism; honesty reflects its integrity and willingness to tell
the truth. In contrast, competence is a utilitarian dimension of trusting beliefs, as it refers to

the functioning of government organizations themselves.

3. How National Culture May Affect Transparency and Trust

The debate on transparency and trust is often held in general terms. ‘Transparency optimists’
emphasize that transparency stimulates a ‘culture of openness’ within organizations, which is
thought to have a positive effect on trust (Hood 2006, 217). Supposedly, transparency helps
people to become more familiar with government, brings them closer together and creates
understanding (Nye et al. 1997). Therefore, several authors argue that one cause for a lack of
trust in government is that citizens are not often enough provided with factual documentation
about government processes and performance (Bok 1997; Cook et al. 2010). On the other
hand, ‘transparency pessimists’ question whether showing citizens the results of government
policies will actually boost their trust (O’Neill 2002; Bannister and Connelly 2011). These

pessimists argue that transparency may lead to politics of scandal and even ‘delegitimization’
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of government. Critics also argue that transparency is overrated. For transparency to work, it
needs users who are capable of processing it (Heald 2006). The latter is a fundamental
problem of government transparency. If these users (be it citizens, journalists or other
intermediaries) are interested at all, the information disclosed by governments is mostly too
complex to digest, even for experts. There are limits to knowing, limits to the people’s ability
to process information (Etzioni 2010). Furthermore, checking the sources and who modified
or added what information is difficult if not impossible, especially when disclosed on the
Internet (Im et al. 2012). As a result, critics argue, online misinformation only leads to more
uncertainty and less trust (O’ Neill 2002).2

Recently, some empirical studies have been carried out (e.g. Tolbert and Mossberger
2006; Cook et al. 2010; De Fine Licht 2011; Morgeson et al. 2011, Porumbescu 2013), but
these studies do not take into account country specific contexts that influence the relation
between transparency and trust in government organizations. The next step in enhancing our
understanding of the effects of transparency is to look at how it is affected by national

culture.

There are many different perspectives on what a culture is, and consequently many
definitions exist. In 1952, Kroeber and Kluckhohn conducted a critical review and found
more than 160 different definitions of the term culture. Many other definitions have been
developed since then. Kluckhohn himself developed an influential definition: ‘By culture we
mean all those historically created designs for living, explicit and implicit, rational, irrational,
and nonrational, which exist at any given time as potential guides for the behavior of men.’
Building on this perception of culture, Hofstede defines culture as ‘the collective
programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one category of people from

another.” (Hofstede, 2001, 9). These definitions view culture as an objective and collective
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phenomenon. A radically different view on culture is proposed by Clifford Geertz. Geertz,
who has championed symbolic anthropology, focuses on the role of symbols in society.
These symbols, which guide people’s actions and serve to construct a shared culture, can
therefore be understood as ‘a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by
means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and
attitudes toward life.” (Geertz, 1973, 89). Hence, according to Geertz’ approach one needs to
study symbols and the meanings given to them in order to understand culture. Culture helps
people make meaning of society and the world around them. According to Geerts, in order to
understand culture, we should study these processes of people construct meaning and the role
of symbols in this process.

In this study, the influence of national cultures on transparency is compared. For this
purpose we need a framework that allows for international comparison. Between 1967 and
1973 Geert Hofstede has carried out extensive research on the dimensions that constitute
national culture, by comparing cultural values of people from over seventy countries
(Hofstede, 2001). Five major dimensions of national culture are distinguished: power
distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism versus collectivism, masculinity versus
femininity, and long-term versus short-term orientation. These dimensions cover how people
cope with inequality, how people cope with uncertainty, the degree to which individuals are
integrated into groups, and how roles between genders are expected to be divided. The fifth
dimension was added later (Bond 1991) and is closely related to the teachings of Confucius.
It can be thought of as whether a society is oriented towards the future from a long-term

perspective, or if it has a short-term point of view.

The dimensions listed above provide a useful and well-established framework for comparing

cultures. Therefore the work of Hofstede has been very influential. Nevertheless it suffers
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from two major limitations. First, the surveys he used were administered to employees of an
international company (IBM). Secondly, only countries where IBM was established were
included. As a consequence, the countries included in this study are mostly ‘first world’
countries.

In addition to these limitations, the work of Hofstede has been criticized for several
other reasons. First, his work is criticized for assuming cultural homogeneity, whereas
countries are made up various communities that can have cultures of their own (DiMaggio
1997). We indeed acknowledge that within a country, many subcultures exist and that even
within these cultures individual ways of thinking may differ. However, the idea of national
culture as a homogenous phenomenon, does not mean that it is deterministic in the sense that
it predicts behavior of individuals, but it does by and large influence mental schemes and
modes of thinking of an individual. In addition, both the Netherlands and South Korea are
relatively homogenous cultures, and that means that although differences within countries
exist, the value dimensions are still likely to be applicable to the overall population. A second
major criticism is that Hofstede’s work is outdated and not useable in a rapidly changing and
globalizing world. Hofstede countered this by saying that national cultures are based on
centuries of indoctrination and that recent replications support this (Jones, 2007). Hence
national mental modes of thinking only change slowly and gradually, which means the results
of Hofstede are still relevant. Third, more fundamentally the way culture is perceived by
Hofstede is criticized. According to Hofstede’s approach, cultures are general, objective and
measureable entities, whereas, for example Geertz (1973) argues that cultures consist of
symbols that help people make meaning and understand the world of the world around them.
Culture, then, cannot not be analyzed as something objective or general, because symbols are
given meaning by individuals in a subjective fashion, which suggests that cultures are not a

‘collective programming of the mind’, but instead is local and individual.
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Although these criticisms should be taken into account, Hofstede’s work is, at present,
the only international framework on cultural values that is supported by elaborate empirical
research. As a result, this is by far the most cited and used work by scholars that are involved
in cross-cultural research. Therefore, we will use Hofstede’s dimensions of culture as a

framework to compare the Netherlands and South Korea.

This study selected two of Hofstede’s five dimensions (power distance and long-term versus
short-term orientation) as we consider these dimensions to be most relevant to the purposes
of this research; we explain why in the paragraph below. That said, future research, building
upon the findings of this research may broaden the analysis to incorporate additional
dimensions, either related to Hofstede’s five cultural dimensions, or others in order to add
greater depth to understanding how the effects of transparency may differ according to
national context.

The dimension of power distance concerns the extent to which power inequalities in
society are accepted and seen as normal. In contexts of high power distance, relations
between leaders and citizens can be viewed as paternalistic in the sense that citizens are said
to perceive themselves as largely dependent upon (and by extension vulnerable to) their
government (Shin and Park 2003). Given perceptions of a dependency of citizens upon their
government, and their subsequent vulnerability to the actions of their government, citizens’ in
high power distance contexts may be particularly sensitive to information that construes their
government as anything other than omniscient and all powerful (cf. Grimmelikhuijsen 2012).
Based upon such logic, we expect people in societies with high power distance values are
more likely to respond negatively to transparency.

The second relevant dimension is the orientation of a culture, which could be long-

term or short-term. Long-term cultures view the world in a predictable manner and presume
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things will develop in a predictable manner. In such societies government organizations tend
to focus on the long-term, instead of centering attention at results in the here and now. This is
related to government transparency as the goal of transparency policies and reforms are often
focused on accountability on the short-term. For example, transparency shows whether goals
and promises are fulfilled and are decisions made in a prudent manner. Long-term oriented
societies tend to believe that good and evil, and “truth” depend on circumstances, whereas
short-term oriented cultures generally view truth, good and evil in more of an absolute sense.
Transparency is based on the very idea of revealing truth, a certain good or evil being is being
revealed to the public: the philosophy behind transparency is that it shines ‘a bright light’ on
how government works, and that ‘sunshine’ should be introduced into legislation (Etzioni
2010). As such, government transparency is expected to fit best with cultures that possess a
short-term orientation. Hence, people in long-term oriented cultures will tend to view
transparency more negatively, which will cause relatively negative effects of transparency on

trust in government.

4. Cross-national Comparison: the Netherlands and South Korea

This paper combines a cross-national comparison with experiments and will as such test if
there are interrelations between transparency and cultural settings. Comparative cross-
national research is suitable to test macro-hypotheses and to test validated explanations in
other cultural settings (Lijphart 1971, 685). Individuals are the units of analysis instead of the
national structures itself, yet the effect of transparency on individuals is tested in a different

cultural setting. Table 1 provides an overview of relevant country-level variables.

[Table 1 here]
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Table 1 shows that both countries are comparable on economic and political variables: they
are both wealthy, advanced democratic societies. It should be noted that democracy in South
Korea is still very young, with its transition occurring in the late 1980s. By contrast, the
Dutch transition to democracy started in the mid-nineteenth century. In addition, South Korea
and the Netherlands have sophisticated e-government systems. This means that the
technological backbone of computer mediated transparency - information databases, online
disclosure - in both countries is well developed which is relevant for their level of
comparability. However, it should be noted that there are also important differences in the
institutional arrangements between both countries. For example, the state structure in the
Netherlands is characterized as a decentralized unitary state, whereas the South Korean state
is in practice much more centralized (Im, Porumbescu, and Lee 2013). Further, the Dutch
political system is a fragmented multi-party system. In contrast, South Korea’s political
system is more oriented toward a two-party system. While there is more to say about the
institutional differences between these two countries, as this article primarily focuses on the
cultural differences, we do not discuss institutional differences in greater detail than is done
here.

Table 1 makes clear that both countries differ a great deal on the three relevant
dimensions of national culture. It should be noted that scores on Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions only derive their meaning from comparison; a value of ‘60’ on power distance is
only meaningful relative to other values. As Table 1 points out there are clear cultural
deviations between the Netherlands and South Korea. The Netherlands has a lower power
distance, low uncertainty avoidance, and a short-term orientation, as compared to South

Korea.
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The low score on power distance means that in general citizens in the Netherlands value
being independent and having equal rights. Power in organizations is decentralized, control is
disliked and communication is direct and participative. On the other hand, the high power
distance score of South Korea indicates that people are accepting of a hierarchical order in
which everybody has a place and where positions of authority need no further justification.
Subordinates expect to be told what to do and authority is expected to be a benevolent
autocracy.

The Netherlands is considered to be a short term oriented culture. Hence the Dutch
tend to focus on the here and now and place an emphasis upon achieving quick results.
Western societies are typically found at the short-term end of this dimension. In contrast,
Asian countries are often considered long term oriented cultures, with South Korea being no
exception. People are oriented toward the long term, and organizations have a tendency to

focus on the durability of organizations and not on short term shareholder profit.

In section 3 we hypothesized that citizens in high power distance and long-term orientated
cultures are expected to react more negatively government transparency since such initiatives
are less compatible with their dominant values and beliefs. This means that transparency in
South Korea is expected to have either a less positive or a stronger negative effect as

compared to the Netherlands.

Bringing this all together, we propose the following hypotheses:

H1: Transparency will have a stronger negative/less positive effect on trust in government in

national cultures with high power distance.
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H2: Transparency will have a stronger negative/less positive effect on trust in government in

national cultures with a high long-term orientation.

5. Method

5.1 Participants
Three experiments were carried out in each country. The sample used here consists only of
students, 381 in the Netherlands and 279 in South Korea. The background variables of both

samples are shown in Table 2.

[Table 2 here]

It should be noted that the sample is not representative for the population of neither the
Netherlands nor South Korea: people are relatively highly educated and the majority is
oriented towards left wing and liberal political parties.® The sample is probably relatively
knowledgeable about the policy topic under scrutiny and more trusting towards government
in general. That said, in this paper we are not interested in statistical generalization to the
whole population as such, yet to generalizing the theoretical relation between transparency

and trust.
Variables such as political preference might affect trust in government, and unequal
distribution of these background variables potentially threatens the internal validity of the

results. The most important background variables that might affect trust in government are

18



considered to be gender, age, education, and political preference (e.g. King 1997; Putnam
2000). One of the variables (education) is constant since we only selected students as
participants. The samples are comparable with regard to their average age and political self-
identification, yet differ on the male/female ratio. Although this might not necessarily alter

the effect of transparency, this variable is controlled for in the main analysis.

5.2 Operationalizing Transparency and Perceived Trustworthiness

Transparency. Each experiment had a different operationalization of transparency. These

operationalizations will be briefly described below. In each experiment there was a control
group that received no information.

- Decision-making transparency focused on completeness of information: an
experimental group received complete information about the decision-making
process.

- Policy transparency focused on the ‘coloring’ of information: an experimental group
received policy information that was ‘balanced’ (showed positive and negative sides

of policy measures).

- Policy outcome transparency focused on both the timeliness and comprehensibility of

information about certain policy outcomes. Two experimental groups received
information that was easy to comprehend and timely.

The transparency operationalizations are summarized in Table 3 below.

[Table 3 here]
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The three combinations shown in bold were investigated in this study. This means that three

combinations have been tested in separate experiments.

Perceived Trustworthiness. Perceived trustworthiness was measured after the
experiment by means of a questionnaire. Participants were asked specifically about the
perceived benevolence, competence, and honesty of the government organization with regard
to the topic. All dimensions were measured on a five-point scale and are derived following a
trust scale validated by McKbnight et al. (2002), and then tested and adapted to the public
sector context. Survey items for variables mentioned in this section can be found in the

appendix.

5.3 Experimental Setting and Procedure

The Dutch experimental setting addressed air pollution at the local level. Air pollution is a
widespread problem in numerous cities in a great deal of countries worldwide (see for
example the OECD Environmental Outlook to 2030). This paper examines the case of air
pollution in local governments because of its importance in public policy. Further,
information disclosure is an important issue in air pollution policy. In the Netherlands,
government organizations must comply with the Dutch Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)
and the Aarhus Treaty. The Aarhus Treaty was adopted on 25 June 1998 and entered into
force on 30 October 2001 by the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe
(UNECE) and encourages proactive (electronic) environmental communication of
governments toward the public. The Dutch FOIA prescribes that environmental information

should be disclosed more extensively than other information. All ratifying countries commit
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to implement easier (electronic) means of public access to environmental information. Hence,

air pollution is considered to be a highly relevant case for studying transparency.

The South Korean experimental setting addressed identity theft prevention at the national
level. In South Korea, identity theft is a widespread problem throughout the country and can
be seen as a much more topical issue when compared to air pollution in terms of the attention
it receives from policy makers and citizens. To explain, in South Korea, identity theft has
become a major issue, with more than one million cases being officially recorded over the
course of the past decade (Statistics Korea 2012). Identity thefts have tended to be most
pronounced in the Seoul area (Seoul Metropolitan Police Agency 2011). Due to the frequency
of identity theft in South Korea, this issue has become a prominent topic among citizens as
well as in the South Korean legislature, which in 2011 passed the 2011 Privacy Act.
Additionally, we focus upon the central level of government of the Korean government as
opposed to the local level of government as in the Netherlands. Here, the reason also relates
to salience; two points are used to illustrate. First, in South Korea, positions at the local levels
of government were all appointed by the central government; until recently there were no
elections for positions such as mayor. This means that there was little discrepancy between
the policies pursued at the local level of government and the central government. Second,
South Korea has a long history of government being highly centralized, dating back all the
way to the 15" century, which has led Korean citizens to place particular emphasis upon the
activities of the central government, as opposed to the activities of local governments. Given
these traditions, Korean citizens can be viewed as placing greater emphasis upon the
activities of the central government, with issues at the local level of government resonating

less with Korean citizens.
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As the paragraphs above have explained, the policy topic and level of government used in
this study’s comparison differs between South Korea and the Netherlands. This difference in
policy topics and levels of government is not arbitrary but rather intends to strengthen the
comparison that is carried out in this study. The reason for this relates to the salience of the
issue and level of government to citizens in the Netherlands and South Korea; is the issue and
level of government one that citizens are interested in or care about? This is important to
consider because, conceivably transparency is only likely to impact trust in government — as
suggested by previous research — in the event that the information afforded to citizens via
transparency policies pertains to an issue about government they feel is important (Cook et al.
2010). A difficulty in comparing the effects of transparency policies on levels of trust in
government between two nations is ensuring that the policies and levels of government
addressed are ones that citizens are interested in; surely traditions of government and the
salience of policies varies according to national context (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004, Painter
and Peters 2010). This study has emphasized choosing policies and levels of government that
resonate with the citizens, as opposed to ensuring that policies and levels of government
match as salience of policy issues and citizens’ interest in levels of government is likely to

differ according to national context (Welch and Wong 1998).

General Experimental Procedure. The procedure consisted of three elements: (1)
instructions in what was involved in the experiment with some general questions, (2)
presenting the stimuli, and (3) a post-test questionnaire. Each of these elements will be
explained.

1. At the start, participants were shown questions about prior visits of government
websites and prior knowledge about the topic. It should be noted that participants

were randomly assigned to the different websites. A click on a link led them to one of
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5.4

the two websites in the experiment. Before clicking on the link, the questionnaire told
participants to read the website and to follow the instructions on the website.

Each experiment consisted of multiple website pages. All three experiments first
presented participants with a general explanation about decision-making/policy/policy
outcome in question. People were then instructed to click on to the next page which
provided respondents with specific information. For example, in the decision-making
transparency experiment people were shown actual information about decision-
making regarding either environmental policy (the Netherlands) or identity theft
policy (South Korea). In the case of the policy transparency experiment participants
were shown information about policy measures. Finally, for the policy outcome
transparency experiment results of each policy was presented to participants. The

control group only completed a questionnaire and hence did not look at a website.

. At the end, they were asked to close the window of their browser and to complete a

post-experimental questionnaire. The participants in the control group were directed
to the questionnaire directly, without visiting the municipal website. It should be
noted that culture may affect survey response. Shulruf, Hattie and Dixon (2011) found
that individualist cultures tend to use more extreme responses, whereas collectivist
cultures tend to use more neutral and social desirable responses. Hence the Korean
participants are expected to be middle responders. However, in this study there is no
reason to belief that such a bias occurred since the Korean results were much less
grouped around the middle score of 3, than the Dutch results (see table 6, 7, and 8 for

more details).

Analysis
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The analysis of results consisted of three steps. First a multivariate analysis of covariance was
carried out. A MANCOVA was considered to be suitable because of the categorical nature of
independent variables, and the use of multiple dependent variables (i.e. perceived
competence, benevolence and honesty), which have a continuous nature. Further, the use of
MANCOVA implies the existence of covariates. Covariates used were: gender, political
preference and age. These were used to control for confounding influences of background
variables that are known to have a potential effect on trust in government. “Educational
level” was not included as a covariate as all participants were students and thus had equal
education. The overall multivariate effect indicates whether some significant difference
occurs in the data without specifying the effect. If multivariate significance can be
determined, the second step tests on which specific dimension this effect occurs. To do so,
univariate analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) were carried out, with the same covariates as
in the prior MANCOVA. Third, the means of the control and experimental groups were
compared and tested for significant mean differences to obtain further details about the effect

of transparency. Significance levels were set at p < 0.05.

6. Results *

The results of each experiment will be discussed separately.

Decision-making Transparency. The analysis shows that significant multivariate
differences are detected between the complete information group and the control group, in
South Korea (F(1,52)=16.58, p <.001, eta’=.509. In the Netherlands no significant results
were found (F(1,50)=0.81, p = .494, eta?=0.050). This means that in the South Korean
experiment decision-making transparency has a significant effect on perceived
trustworthiness. In the Netherlands, however, no significant effect was found. This does not

tell us anything about the exact group differences. In order to shed more light on this we now
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turn to carrying out pair-wise group comparisons. The results are displayed in Table 4. If
means have a superscript in common within rows, no statistical difference was found between

those groups.

[Table 4 here]

As table 4 shows, in the Netherlands no significant differences are found when comparing no
transparency (control) versus full levels of information. The South Korean results show
another pattern and are much more clear-cut: people who were shown complete decision-
making information were much more negative about the perceived competence of the
government organization (-0.93), which is indicated by the different superscripts ‘a’ and ‘b’

The perceptions of the other two dimensions remained equal.

Policy Transparency. The analysis shows that significant multivariate differences are
detected between the balanced information group and the control group only in the South
Korean case (F(1,44)=3.27, p < 0.05), thus proving an effect of policy transparency only in
this experiment. The Dutch experiment did not show evidence of a significant effect. Further
analysis of the Korean experiment shows that policy transparency affects only perceived

competence (F(1,44)=4.66, p <.05, eta’=.102).

[Table 5]
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Again the trust in the specific government organization is lower in South Korea than in the
Netherlands. Also for policy transparency the overall patterns are similar. Nevertheless, the
only significant difference found regards perceived competence: if people receive more
balanced information (in the South Korean case) this leads to more negative evaluation of
competence. The same pattern applies to the Dutch case, however, the effect is not strong
enough to render the relationship statistically significant. Further, the means of benevolence
and honesty in both countries are slightly higher in the group that received balanced
information. This indicates that the experimental stimulus is perceived in a similar way in
both countries. Also it indicates that they are measuring the same thing in both countries.
Nevertheless, the main point is that although the patterns amongst countries are comparable,
the negative effect of policy transparency on perceived competence in South Korea is rather

large (-0.4), whereas this is absent in the Netherlands.

Policy Outcome Transparency. The multivariate effect of policy outcome
transparency was significant in the case of South Korea (F(1,46)=4.99, p <.000, eta’=.254.
The case of the Netherlands was also significant (F(1,502)=1.57, p =.158, eta?=.039). In the
policy outcome experiment both the effect of positive and negative outcomes were taken into
account. A subsequent analysis of results shows more specific effects of transparency, and

whether it matters to provide positive or negative policy outcome information to the public.

[Table 6 here]
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In the Dutch case policy outcome transparency only has a small effect. Table 8 shows that
negative policy outcomes are related with lower levels of perceived competence, when
contrasted with positive outcomes, indicated by the different superscripts ‘a’ and ‘b’.
However, there is no statistical difference between the negative outcome group and the
control group. The double superscript for the control group in Table 8 for the Netherlands
signals that that no significant differences were found between the control group and the two
experimental groups. So, the negative policy outcome has some negative effect on perceived

competence but this is effect is ambiguous.

The Korean participants responded much more clearly: a large negative effect on perceived
competence was found (-1.06). On the other hand, a positive policy outcome transparency did
not have a positive effect on perceived competence. Interestingly, perceived benevolence and
honesty were judged more positively when positive policy outcomes were made transparent.
Because of the low N in the Korean case these differences are not significant at the set

confidence interval of 5 percent.

7. Conclusion and Discussion

Over the course of the past few decades, government transparency has garnered a great deal
of political and academic attention (e.g. Roberts 2006; Hood and Heald 2006; Meijer 2009;
Piotrowski 2007; Bannister and Connelly 2011; Grimmelikhuijsen 2012). What this study has
examined in particular is the way in which transparency may impact citizens’ attitudes
toward their government and how this may vary amongst national cultures. The results of this
study turned back mixed results, which lead us to reject both hypotheses. Nevertheless, these

results have important implications for the debate on transparency.
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With respect to the dimension of competence, the results of all three experiments suggest that
the effects of transparency differed in South Korea from those in the Netherlands. In
particular, all three experiments suggest that transparency significantly contributes toward
reduced perceptions of government competence among South Korean citizens. In the case of
the Netherlands transparency only returned significant effects - also negative - with respect to
negative policy outcomes upon citizens’ perceptions of government competence. While both
contexts returned negative relationships between the trust dimension of competence and
transparency, South Korean citizens consistently exhibited more extreme responses to the
information afforded to them, when compared to their counterparts in the Netherlands. These
findings suggest the impact of transparency on citizens’ trust in government in particular is

likely to be differentiated according to a country’s cultural context.

Additionally, it is interesting to note that, while transparency also appeared to influence
citizens’ perceptions of the honesty and benevolence dimensions of trust, the effects were not
significant; neither in the Netherlands, nor in South Korea. This is interesting because
presumably as the government opens its doors to citizens, at the very least one would expect

citizens to perceive their government as more honest, yet such effects were rather subdued.

An important implication of these results is that, although some similar patterns were
detected, the effect of government transparency appears to be partly culturally dependent.
Apparently, in terms of generating trust, transparency fits less in cultures that possess higher
power distances and are culturally more oriented toward the long term, such as South Korea.
Transparency thus seems to fit better with cultures oriented toward the short-term and have
low power distance. Short-term orientations emphasize the need for results in the here and

now and perceive ‘truth’ as an absolute thing. Furthermore, low power distance cultures
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generally do not accept large distances in any given power structure, which explains why
transparency — essentially a power reducing mechanism, as it is a means to render

accountability of the ones in power — fits better in the Netherlands than in South Korea.

An overarching explanation for our findings is that, in such cultural contexts, citizens
interpret information afforded to them via transparency policies as evidence that their
government is not as omniscient as they had previously thought. Given that, in contexts of
high power distance, citizens view their wellbeing as contingent upon the actions of their
government, citizens may be particularly sensitive to information afforded to them via
transparency policies that construes their government in a less competent light. Alternatively,
in contexts of lower power distance, like the Netherlands, where citizens view their wellbeing
as being less dependent upon the actions of their government, citizens may not be particularly
responsive to information afforded to them via transparency policies that construe their
government as being less than omniscient. Of course, the explanations provided here are not
intended serve as a definitive explanations for the findings of this study, but rather serve to
highlight the weakness of attempts to blindly generalize the overly positive and universal
claims that are commonly made about government transparency worldwide.

Our understanding of how the consequences of transparency needs to be furthered by
carrying out similar studies in different countries. This could shed further light on how
separate cultural dimensions affect transparency and trust. This study has focused in
particular upon comparing outcomes of transparency policy in the Netherlands and South
Korea, using Hofstede’s cultural dimensions of power distance and long term orientation.
However, future research may address other dimensions of culture may also be used to
explain the findings of this study. For example, Hofstede’s dimension of uncertainty

avoidance is very much related to the dimensions of power distance and long term orientation.
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In addition, future research may explore alternative explanations, as national cultural
dimensions as proposed by Hofstede (2001) may not be the only explanation. As Lijphart
(1971) highlighted, comparative cross-national research is suitable to test macro-hypotheses
and to test validated explanations in other cultural settings. However, the variables that differ
amongst countries are potentially numerous. For example, an alternative explanation may be
that the Dutch people are much more used to a relatively open government, free press and
have a long democratic standing. They might therefore not only be better informed, but might
also be more used to prior critical coverage of government activities. Hence, in contexts
where citizens are likely to be better informed of the activities of their government, their
opinions are likely to be less sensitive to new information that would be provided to them via
transparency policies implemented by government. Conversely, in contexts that lack long
established track records with respect to open government, citizens’ may be more sensitive to

the information that transparency policies afford them.

The second major implication that can be drawn from the findings of this research is that the
effects of transparency on citizens’ trust in government appear more pronounced with respect
to their negative impact on citizens’ trust in government than they do with respect to their
positive impact. Moreover, the findings of this research suggest that transparency may do
little to improve citizens’ opinion of government, at least in the short term. To this end, it is
possible to view these findings as an extension of previous work done by Kampen and
colleagues (2006), who found that citizens’ negative experiences with government has a
much more pronounced effect upon their levels of trust in government than positive
experiences, leading the authors to the conclusion that “trust comes on foot and goes away on
horseback™ (2006, 389). Thus, while citizens in contexts that possess a longer history of open

government may be less sensitive to new information afforded to them by transparency
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policies, this lack of sensitivity appears to disappear when specifically negative information
is introduced, as suggested by the experiment related to policy outcomes in the case of the

Netherlands.

Finally, this study is not without its limitations. Most formidable of the limitations in this
study is that the sample used for analysis consisted of students from top ranked universities in
the Netherlands and South Korea. Every empirical piece of research faces a trade off in terms
of choosing the methodology it adopts (Shadish, Cook, and Campbell 2002). This study
adopted an experimental methodology as this methodology is generally viewed as being the
best at assessing causal relationships, as opposed to assessing associations, which larger n
empirical work often does. However, the drawback associated with experimental
methodologies is that, often times, it is prohibitively expensive to carry out experiments on
the same scale that other forms of empirical analysis are, such as those based on surveys. As
such, the results of this study should be interpreted with caution. What issues could be raised
against this bias? Prior studies have shown that the most important background variables that
might affect trust in government are sex, political preference, education and age (e.g. Cook
and Gronke, 2005). Especially education and age might be problematic since students are
relatively highly educated and young. Age is thought to have a negative effect on trust in

government, whereas the level of education has a positive effect.

That said, it is also important to consider some benefits associated with using samples of
students for experimental research. As a methodology, experiments are useful in addressing
causal relationships by controlling for confounding effects. However, the ability to control for
confounding effects is only as good as the samples are homogeneous. To this end, making

use of samples of students allows research to control for any sources of endogeneity (such as
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omitted variable bias) that may be present in the relationship between citizens’ trust in
government and transparency (Wooldridge 2004). For example, previous research has
suggested that the effects of transparency upon trust may be differentiated according to
citizens’ motivation in acquiring new information, cognitive capacity, and personal traits
(Cook et al. 2010). Presumably, by comparing samples of students from top universities in
the Netherlands and South Korea, a broader spectrum of confounding effects is likely to be
controlled for, when compared to comparing samples of the population at large, which is
likely to differ a great deal with respect to citizens’ motivation to acquire government

information, cognitive capacity, and personal traits.

Even when these limitations are considered, there are some important lessons for government
organizations that arise from these results. The main lesson is that public officials and
political leaders should expect no wonders from transparency. It is no magic and universal
cure for trust in government. The differences in the magnitude of transparency’s effect in
both countries suggest that national cultural values play a significant role in how people
perceive and appreciate government transparency. This means that in designing transparency
policy with an aim of rendering higher levels of citizen trust officials need to take into
account national culture. This may even count for subcultures within countries or between

regions and needs further investigation.

Notes:

1. Typically ‘information’ is distinguished from ‘data’. Information has meaning for the recipient, whereas data
are the bare ‘facts and figures’. In this article we only focus on ‘information’.

2. We acknowledge that many other factors affect trust in government, for a more comprehensive discussion on

this is referred to the works of for example Nye et al., 1997 and Putnam, 2002.
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3. It should be noted that “left wing”” means different things in different political systems. According to the
online database of the Manifesto Research Project (Volkens et al., 2012) South Korean political parties are
relatively left wing compared to Dutch political parties. In South Korea, Hannara Dang is considered to be the
conservative and right-wing where as Minju Dang is generally considered to be the left-wing party. This is how
left-wing and right-wing participants were gauged. In the Netherlands participants with a voting preference for
the Green Left (Groen Links), Labour (PvdA), Animal Party (PvdD), Democrats (D66) and the Socialist Party
(SP) were gauged left-wing.

4. It should be noted that the results of the Dutch experiments have been published in different venues. For this
article only students were selected from the original database to ensure comparability with the South Korean

experiments.
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Table 1 — Summary of comparison between the Netherlands and South Korea

The Netherlands

South Korea

Industrialized society Yes Yes
Democratic Yes Yes
Economy Advanced Advanced
(GDP per capita in 2011 $41,949) (GDP per capita $31,753 in 2011)
2nd 1St

E-government
sophistication

UNPAN ranking

UNPAN ranking

National Culture

Power Distance

38

60

Long-term Orientation

44

75

Criteria used by UNPAN to derive these rankings consist of three components; an online service component, a telecommunication

infrastructure component, and a human capital component. For the survey, 190 nations were evaluated.

Scores for national culture are relative. A lower score suggests that a cultural dimension is less present in particular nation when compared

to other nations examined. A higher score suggests that a cultural dimension is more pronounced in a particular nation when compared to the

other nations examined.
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Table 2 - Overall sample of three experiments

The Netherlands

South Korea

(N=381) (N=279)
% Male 37.3% 60%
Average age (sd) 23.7 (2.21) 22.5(2.01)
% (moderate) liberal 58.3% 56.1%
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Table 3 — summary of transparency operationalization

Obiject of transparency

Dimension of transparency

Completeness Color Usability
Decision-making | Complete Information is Decision-making
information (e.g. | reflecting all process made
elaborations and | values and insightful in a
rationale behind | opinions in the timely and

decisions) about

process.

understandable.

the decision- manner.
making process
are available.
Policy All relevant policy | Reflecting both Policy plans and
information plans and negative and measures are
measures are positive issues made insightful
available. about the policy. | in atimely and

understandable
manner.

Policy outcome

All qualitative and
quantitative data
about relevant
policy outcomes
are available.

Effects are
determined
objectively, there
is room for
dissenting
opinions about
policy outcome.

Policy outcomes
are made
insightful in a
timely and
understandable
manner.
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Table 4 — Group comparisons of perceived competence, benevolence and honesty for
decision-making transparency

The Netherlands South Korea
(N=53) (N=55)

Dependent Control group . SomPlete Control Complete
Variable 9rouP - information group information
Perceived a R ) .
Competence 3.38(.09) 3.28(.09) 2.66 (.13) 1.73 (.10)
Perceived a R ) :
Benevolence 3.34(.09) 3.46(.09) 2.05(.12) 2.10 (.10)
Perceived a R ) -
Honesty 3.07(.10) 3.25(.10) 1.88 (.12) 1.64 (.10)

Rows with unequal superscripts differ significantly at p < 0.05. No multiple comparison
correction since only one comparison per dimension was carried out. Means displayed,
standard errors in parentheses. Covariates: age, sex (L=male), and political preference
(1=left-wing).



Table 5 — Group comparisons of perceived competence, benevolence and honesty for policy

transparency
NL SK

(N=52) (N=46)
Dependent Control group Sa1anced Control Balanced
Variable 9roUP information group information
Perceived a R . .
Competence 3.22(.11) 3.02 (.13) 2.37 (.13) 1.97 (.12)
Perceived a R . -
Benevolence 3.60 (.10) 3.83(12) 211 (11) 2.24 (.10)
Perceived a R ) -
Honesty 3.22(.11) 3.31 (.13) 1.69 (.10) 1.85 (.10)

Rows with unequal superscripts differ significantly at p < 0.05. No multiple comparison
correction since only one comparison per dimension was carried out. Means displayed,
standard errors in parentheses.



Table 6 — Group comparisons of perceived competence, benevolence and honesty for policy

outcome transparency

The Netherlands

South Korea

Dependent Control Positive Negative |Control Positive Negative
Variable N=33 N=43 N=48 N=19 N=14 N=17
Perceived 3.15 3.23 3.07 2.93 3.23 1.87
Competence (.05)*  (.05)? (.05)° (16)*  (16)*  (.16)°
Perceived 3.40 3.35 3.53 2.09 2.65 2.14
Benevolence (.05)* (.06)* (.05)* (17)* (.20)° (.18)*
Perceived Honesty 3.17 3.15 3.21 1.81 2.42 1.89
(.05)% (.05)% (.05)% (.15)* (.18)* (.16)°

Rows with unequal superscripts differ significantly at p < 0.05. No multiple comparison
correction since only one comparison per dimension was carried out. Means displayed,

standard errors in parentheses. Covariates: sex, age and political preference.
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Appendix A) Survey Items

Items for ‘Perceived Trustworthiness of a specific government organization’

Perceived Competence items (Cronbach’s & in NL = 0.89 SK = 0.95)

I think that, when it concerns air pollution/identity theft policy...

The municipality/central government is capable.
The municipality/central government is effective.
The municipality/central government is skilful.

The municipality/central government is professional.

The municipality/central government carries out its duty very well.

Perceived Benevolence items (Cronbach’s « in NL = 0.76 and in SK=0.88)

I think that, when it concerns air pollution/identity theft policy...

If citizens need help, the municipality/central government will do its best to help them.
The municipality/central government acts in the interest of citizens

The municipality/central government is genuinely interested in the well-being of
citizens.

The municipality/central government approaches citizens in a sincere way.

Perceived Honesty items (Cronbach’s a = 0.85 in NL and in SK=0.85)

I think that, when it concerns air pollution/identity theft policy...

The municipality/central government is sincere.
The municipality/central government honors its commitments

The municipality/central government is honest.
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