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An assessment of the impact of citizens’ use of e-government and online mass 
media on their levels of trust in government 

 
Abstract 

 
Greg A. Porumbescu 

 
Seoul National University 

 
Citizens’ trust in government is important to the pursuit of a happy and prosperous 

society, as well as to achieving an effective government. For this reason, a substantial amount of 

scholarly resources are dedicated to deriving a better understanding of the factors that influence 

people to trust their government: many researchers have proposed, over the course of the past 

decade, that e-government may be used as a tool that drives trust in government to higher levels. 

The argument is that, by using e-government, citizens develop a better understanding of their 

government, as well as more reasonable expectations of government performance, which, in turn, 

leads to higher levels of trust in government. Guided by such logic, governments the world over 

have embraced e-government as a means of enhancing levels of citizens’ trust in government. Yet, 

empirical assessments of the relationship between citizens’ use of e-government and trust in 

government have returned mixed results, which caused many to question the utility of e-

government as a means of building up citizens' trust in government.  

The objective of this study is to clarify the influence of citizens’ use of e-government on 

their levels of trust in government, by considering, in greater detail, the process by which 

citizens’ use of e-government may affect their levels of trust in government. To this end, this 

study suggests that citizens’ use of e-government influences the relationship between citizens’ 

predisposition to trust in general and their levels of trust in government. Additionally, 

perceptions of government performance are proposed to mediate the relationship between 
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citizens’ predisposition to trust in general and trust in government. These relationships are 

examined within the context of Seoul, a city that is well known for its advanced e-government. 

In order to substantiate the analysis related to the use of the e-government itself, the influence 

stemming from citizens’ use of online mass media was also examined in parallel.  

The findings of this study indicate that citizens’ use of e-government positively 

influences the relationship between their predisposition to trust in general and their trust in 

government, but that this positive influence is mediated by their perceptions of the government's 

performance. In addition, the extent of this positive influence of e-government decreases with 

increased frequency of use of e-government. Another interesting finding was that citizens’ 

frequency of use of online mass-media, which is often argued to be  negatively biased in its 

portrayal of government, was found to have effects on trust that are very similar to those that 

were found to result from the citizens’ use of e-government. These findings serve to clarify some 

of the confusion regarding the relationship between citizens’ use of e-government and trust in 

government. Additionally, they offer insight into how the government may make more effective 

use of this tool in order to foster higher levels of citizen trust in government.    

 
 
 Keywords: trust in government, e-government, online mass media, perceptions of 

government performance, Seoul Metropolitan government, local government 

 Student Number: 2010-30845 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background of Study 

Governments across the world have come to embrace the Internet as a means of improving a 

broad assortment of features, which relate to issues ranging from public service provision, to 

transparency to citizen participation. Indeed, so pronounced has this trend been that Chadwick 

and May have noted (2003: 271), “the issue is no longer whether the government is online, but in 

what form and with what consequences”. This research is primarily interested in assessing the 

consequences that result from the government’s use of the Internet.  

Within the extant body of the public administration literature, the consequences of the   

governments’ use of the Internet, or e-government, are most frequently assessed according to two 

interrelated perspectives that relate to the performance public services and citizens' attitudes. It is 

commonly argued that the Internet provides governments with a means of enhancing the 

efficiency of providing various public services, while at the same time also serving as means of 

increasing the transparency of administrative processes and expanding citizen participation 

(Brewer et al. 2006). For this reason, Ho (2001) argues that the implications of government’s use 

of e-government as a means of providing public services has substantive implications with 

respect to the relationship between citizens and their government. To explain: as governments 

increasingly take to the Internet to provide public services to citizens, while at the same time 

expanding citizens’ participation in the process of service delivery, it is argued that governments 

become better able to respond to the needs and demands of their citizens (West 2004). Moreover, 

because of the enhanced transparency of the administrative processes responsible for the delivery 

of public services via the Internet, citizens will also come to possess a more realistic 
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understanding of the realities that underpin providing services to the public (Tolbert and 

Mossberger 2006). This improved understanding is said to then translate into a more positive 

perception of the government performance (Ho and Coates 2004). Taken together, these points 

often serve as the basis for the arguments related to the potential of e-government to positively 

influence the citizens’ levels of trust in government (Grimmelikhuijsen 2012).  

Research that has assessed the utility of e-government as a means of positively affecting 

the citizens’ trust in government has turned back mixed results. For example, one often-cited 

piece of empirical research by Welch and colleagues (2005) found that more frequent use of e-

government by citizens positively impacted their levels of satisfaction with government websites, 

which in turn led to higher levels of trust in government. Alternatively, research by 

Grimmelikhuijsen (2012) has refuted such claims by demonstrating that citizens’ use of 

information, made available to them via transparency policies, often times negatively impacts 

their levels of trust in government. The point of these examples is to suggest that, while a 

substantial body of literature attempts to demonstrate ways in which governments’ use of the 

Internet has impacted citizens’ levels of trust in government, a great deal of uncertainty remains 

(Bannister and Connoly 2011). Important to note here is that, in the field of public administration, 

the impact of the government’s use of the Internet to affect the citizens’ trust in government is 

most commonly assessed from participatory (i.e. Tolbert and McNeal 2006) and 

transparency/information perspectives (i.e. Morgeson et al. 2011). This research focuses on 

understanding how the government's use of e-government as a means of providing citizens with 

more information impacts their people's levels of trust in government. Therefore, this study will 

primarily assess e-government from the transparency perspective. 
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Conceptually, the argument that e-government impacts the citizens’ levels of trust in 

government is premised on the notion that their use of e-government should make them more 

disposed to trust their government than they would be otherwise. Put differently, this implies that 

citizens’ use of e-government should elicit some form of change with respect to one’s disposition 

to trust their government. However, while many studies have demonstrated negative or positive 

associations between citizens’ use of e-government and their trust in government, very few 

studies have actually attempted to demonstrate the change itself. This failure to demonstrate any 

change limits the insight into how citizens’ use of e-government serves to impact their extant 

dispositions to trust government, for better or worse.  

One way of addressing whether the use of e-government impacts citizens’ disposition to 

trust their government is to attempt to establish a baseline for citizens’ disposition toward 

government (Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer 2012). A baseline disposition can be thought of in 

terms of an a priori outlook on the world at large. Given its a priori nature, this outlook is not 

the consequence of neither experience, nor information, but can instead be thought of as 

originating from a variety of individual-level features and social climates (Van de Walle 2004). 

While numerous forms of pre-existing dispositions may be inferred, the one that is of most 

relevance for the purposes of this research is social trust, a term that is commonly defined as 'an 

a priori disposition to trust other entities, such as government' (Newton 2001, Uslaner 2008). 

Therefore, individuals with higher levels of social trust will be considered to be more 

predisposed to trust their government than those with lower levels of social trust. (More in-depth 

explanations will be provided in the literature review.) 

The relationships between citizens’ levels of social trust, use of e-government for 

information about government and levels of trust in government can be assessed by using one of 
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two approaches. As a first approach, one may consider citizens’ use of e-government to impact 

their levels of trust in government and then look at how that impact varies according to different 

levels social trust. From this perspective, particular emphasis would be placed upon the baseline 

disposition and how it serves to strengthen or weaken relationships between e-government use 

and trust in government. As a second approach, one may consider the relationship between a 

baseline disposition and trust in government, and then examine how citizens’ frequency of use of 

e-government serves to impact said relationship. From this perspective, greater analytical 

attention would be afforded to e-government, as the analysis would primarily focus on 

understanding the way in which the citizens’ use of e-government served to impact the 

relationship between social trust and the levels of trust in the government. Because this research 

is interested in understanding how citizens’ use of e-government impacts their levels of trust in 

government, this study will adopt the second approach. 

 

1.2 Why Trust in Government? 

Trust in government has attracted a great deal of attention over the years from researchers 

throughout various fields of the social sciences. The amount of academic attention that has been 

paid to this topic would lead one to believe that this topic must be one of great importance. 

Ironically, however, research that assesses trust in government often fails to explain why the 

topic of trust in government is relevant and what benefits may stem from deriving a better 

understanding of this topic.  

In assessing this issue, a first port of call is the relationship between citizens’ trust in 

government and levels of voluntary compliance. Diminishing levels of citizens’ trust in their 
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government are said to lead to their perceiving the government as less legitimate (Citrin 1974, 

Blind 2006), which in turn contributes toward citizens’ failure to voluntarily comply with various 

rules and policies proposed by the state (Braithwaite and Makkai 1994). Due to lower policy 

compliance, the state is forced to invest greater amounts of resources when implementing new 

policies, which it could have otherwise invested in additional projects that go toward enhancing 

citizens’ wellbeing (Scholz and Pinney 1995). In addition, use of greater resources for policy 

implementation is likely to be financed by increases in taxes, which thereby suggests the 

potential for a vicious circle. As a final point, in those contexts where the citizens’ trust in 

government is low, filling positions with talented and dedicated public sector personnel is said to 

be more difficult. In light of the above, in those democratic contexts where the citizens’ trust in 

their government falters, the performance of the government is likely to suffer as well (LaPorta 

et al. 2002, Kikuchi 2007).  

 

1.3 Purpose of this research 

The overarching objective of this research is to assess the usefulness of e-government as a tool 

for positively influencing trust in government. Specifically, the research will assess how citizens’ 

frequency of use of e-government impacts the relationship between social trust and trust in 

government. (As explained in the following chapter, citizens’ levels of social trust are nearly 

always said to be positively associated with their levels of trust in government, and as such, 

social trust will be considered as a positive predisposition toward government.)  

 Given this positive relationship, which was often found between citizens’ levels of social 

trust and their trust in government, this study asks:  
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R1: How does greater use by Seoul citizens of e-government serve to influence the 

relationship between social trust and trust in government? 

Presumably, if greater use of e-government is found to positively impact the relationship 

between citizens’ levels of social trust and trust in government, one may be tempted to conclude 

that e-government has a positive impact on citizens’ levels of trust in government and, by 

extension, that e-government is an effective means of fostering higher levels of citizens’ trust in 

government. Effective in what respect, though? For example, it is possible that citizens’ use of 

other sources of information influences their levels of trust in government in a way that is 

comparable to e-government. To add substance to a possible claim that e-government positively 

influences the trust in government, and to draw meaningful policy implications, it is helpful to 

also assess additional factors that may impact the relationship between citizens’ social trust and 

trust in government. One alternative factor, which has been suggested by previous research, is 

online mass media (Im et al. 2012).  

Therefore, to substantiate the findings that relate to the research question 1, the research 

question 2 is specified as follows: 

R2: How does greater use by Seoul citizens of online mass media serve to influence the 

relationship between social trust and trust in government? 

Finally, it should be noted that the purpose of this study is not to explain trends related to 

the citizens’ levels of trust in government, such as whether trust in government is increasing or 

decreasing. Instead, the intention of this research is to assess the effectiveness of e-government 

as a tool for enhancing the citizens’ levels of trust in government. 
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1.4 Organization of the study 

 

This research is organized into five chapters, including this introductory Chapter 1. Chapter two 

provides a review of extant literature related to the terms of interest to this research, and is 

divided into two sections, with the first introducing and elaborating on what this research refers 

to by the term ‘trust in government’, and the second section introducing extant theories and 

elaborating on the literature concerning the antecedents to trust in government that they are based 

on. Chapter 3 discusses the data and measurements that are used by this research. Chapter 4 

provides an overview of the methods used to analyze the data and discusses the results. The 5th 

and final chapter discusses the implications of this research. 

 

1.5 Scope of this dissertation 

The city of Seoul is well suited for pursuing this research. Not only is Seoul the capital of South 

Korea, but the city is also home to nearly 25 percent of that nation’s population. Over the course 

of the past decade this city has experienced a tremendous transformation, which like the rest of 

the nation, was largely government led, which is to say top-down. As a testament to this 

development, recent evaluations of Seoul by well known magazines like Foreign Policy and 

Forbes have placed the city among the world’s most influential and powerful (2011). In addition 

to the strong performance, the Seoul Metropolitan Government is also considered to be a world 

leader in terms of its adoption and application of information and communications technology, as 

the e-government services of Seoul city are consistently ranked as the world’s best (Rutgers 

Global e-Governance Survey, 2010), while e-participation also ranks highly (MacIntosh 2004). A 

further distinguishing characteristic of Seoul that sets it apart from other areas of South Korea 
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and other parts of the world, and which makes this city particularly fit for this research, is the 

degree to which its citizens are able to transmit their own opinions, as well as their being 

exposed to the opinions of others thanks to the high degree of ICT-based connectivity in Seoul 

(Im et al. 2013). The implications of ICT for citizens’ perceptions of, and attitudes towards, their 

government are particularly interesting to take note of, given the changes in the political culture 

that have occurred in South Korea over the past few decades. Notably, there has been a shift 

away from the parochial political culture, which could be used to describe the attitudes under the 

authoritarian pre-1987 governments, to the comparatively vibrant participatory political culture 

today (Kim 1998), which is characterized by  high citizen awareness, high performance 

expectations, and relatively high participation of government (cf. Verba and Almond 1963). As 

evidence of this point, we may consider the findings of previous research, which has suggested 

that South Koreans in general, and citizens of Seoul in particular, are extremely active in their 

use of the Internet to circulate opinions regarding various activities of the government, as that 

relates both to outcomes and processes, as well as in obtaining information (Shin 2011, Chung 

2011). Considering the above, Seoul presents researchers with a context where objective 

performance is reasonably high (Im and Lee 2012), the government is active in using new 

technologies to engage with citizens (Kim et al. 2009), and ICT is widely diffused (Jung et al. 

2005). Thus, for research attempting to understand the implications of online sources of 

government information on citizens’ perceptions of and attitudes toward their government, such 

as this, Seoul can be viewed as an ideal context. 

It is also important to acknowledge that the administrative context of the city of Seoul has 

itself undergone substantial changes due to a series of decentralization reforms, which attempted 

to grant greater autonomy to the local administrative districts within the city (Kim and Jung 



9 

2007). Traditionally, the administrative culture of the Seoul Metropolitan Government, like that 

of the Korean Government in general, had focused on a highly centralized cadre of bureaucratic 

elites, which were charged with carving out the direction in which society moves in (Hill and 

Kim 2000). The relationship between the centralized cadre of bureaucratic elites and its 

subordinates within the bureaucracy, as well as with the overall civil society, is argued to possess 

distinctive authoritarian tendencies (Chibber 2002). As such, in terms of context, it is interesting 

to note that, despite long-held and pronounced state-centric administrative traditions, there are 

clear attempts made by the Seoul Metropolitan Government to ostensibly cede some of this 

power via initiatives such as decentralization reforms and e-government adoption. 

A final point to take into account is the external validity of this study’s findings. The 

paragraphs above have explained that, not only does Seoul possess the most developed e-

government in the world, but it is also experiencing a variety of shifts from the administrative 

perspective. Such trends are more generally related to the attempts to enhance the Seoul 

Metropolitan government’s accountability to its citizens’ (Ahn and Brettschneider 2011). 

Consequently, the findings of this study may not be readily generalizable to other contexts, either 

within South Korea or internationally. For example, even in South Korea, many local 

governments do not possess the same degree of advanced ICT infrastructure that Seoul does 

(Park 2002). Therefore, for citizens of these local districts, access to e-government web portals 

and online mass media is likely to be lower. Additionally, due to a lack of comparable 

infrastructure, local governments are unlikely to be able to create as expansive and sophisticated 

e-government tools as those used by the Seoul Metropolitan government. Consequently, 

substantial disparities are likely to exist with respect to citizens’ use of e-government throughout 
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local governments across South Korea, as well as there also being marked qualitative differences 

with respect to e-government portals offered by different local governments. 

Regarding the international applicability of this study’s findings, the case for 

generalizability becomes quite complex. At an initial level, one might consider the findings of 

this study as being largely applicable to more developed contexts, given that local governments 

in developing nations and cities are not likely to possess the resources needed to construct an 

ICT infrastructure similar to that of Seoul. Moving deeper, it is also likely that among developed 

cities worldwide, participatory culture would also serve as an additional point of distinction that 

serves to limit the generalizability of this study’s findings. For example, Seoul’s experiences with 

democracy, unlike many other economically developed contexts, are relatively recent, 

particularly at the local level of government, because citizens were only permitted to vote for 

their mayor in the mid 1990s. Before that, all affairs of Seoul were directly under the control of 

the central government, which implies that, prior to the 1990s, the citizens of Seoul had very 

little direct influence over what their local government was doing. Thus, the citizens of Seoul 

may have unique expectations regarding the extent to which their government should provide 

them with information, and may also have different ideas about the extent to which they believe 

it to be their duty to always be informed regarding the affairs of their government. Therefore, 

because Seoul is in the somewhat unique position of being so highly developed economically, 

while also having a very short history of its citizens being able to directly hold their (Seoul 

Metropolitan) government accountable, it is conceivable that the findings of this study will not 

be readily applicable to many other contexts worldwide. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter consists of two sections. The first section will deal with trust in government, while 

the second section will discuss antecedents to trust in government.  

 

2.1 Literature Review on trust in government 

In democratic forms of government, citizens’ trust in government and levels of trust in general, 

are important ingredients in the pursuit of a happy and prosperous society, as well as in achieving 

an effective government (Putnam 2000, Knack and Keefer 1997, Zak and Knack 2001, 

Bouckaert et al. 2002, Van de Walle 2004, Grimmelikhuijsen 2012). For such reasons, a 

substantial amount of scholarly resources have been dedicated toward deriving a better 

understanding of the factors that influence citizens’ decision to trust their government. 

This first section has three objectives. The first objective of this section is to define what 

this research refers to when using the term trust. To do so, this section will review previous 

literature that attempts to explain the concept of trust. The second objective of this section is to 

define what this research refers to by government. Previous research has argued that government 

is often underspecified when assessing the citizens' trust in government, and that such an 

underspecification of the object of trust contributes to conceptual ambiguity (Cook and Gronke 

2005): how can one attempt to understand (and measure) the concept of trust in government if it 

is not clear what is meant by government (Van de Walle 2009)? The third objective of this 

section is to provide a more complete definition of trust in government.  
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2.1.1 Defining trust as a concept 

Given the breadth of research related to trust, defining trust as a concept is a difficult task 

(Lewicki et al. 1998, Gambetta 2000, Aryee et al. 2002, Kim 2005). For example, Kramer and 

Lewicki argue that “a plethora of distinct and not always compatible conceptions of trust have 

been proffered by scholars” (2010:247). Lewis and Weigert echo such sentiments, claiming that 

“social science research on trust has produced a good deal of conceptual confusion regarding the 

meaning of trust and its place in social life” (1985:975). Yet, despite the diversity of the social 

science’s trust literature, certain features have been found to be held in common across 

disciplines and levels of social aggregation (i.e. individual or group) (Mayer et al. 1995, Lewicki 

and Bunker 1996, Kim 2005).  

Acknowledging the diversity found throughout the breadth of trust literature, Rousseau 

and colleagues endeavored to establish a “multi-disciplinary view of trust”, in order to “give 

fundamental insight into a fundamental construct” (1998:393). The result of their efforts is a 

definition of trust that is among the most influential and commonly referenced definitions of trust 

within the social sciences (Grimmelikhuijsen 2012). Based on what they found to be common 

elements of trust across social science disciplines, Rousseau and colleagues define trust as, “a 

psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based on positive 

expectations of the intentions or behavior of another” (1998:395). This is the definition of trust 

that was adopted by this research. 

From this definition, four defining elements of trust can be identified, those being the 

psychological state of the trustor, the intention to accept vulnerability by the trustor, the positive 

expectations about the trustee, and information asymmetries between the trustee and the trustor 

(Grimmelikhuijsen 2011). Table 1 shows the elements of Rousseau and colleagues’ definition of 
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trust. They are often found in the literature related to trust throughout various disciplines in the 

social sciences, including public administration.  

[Table 1] Elements of trust as identified across disciplines 

 Psychological State 
Intention to accept 

vulnerability 
Positive 

Expectations 
Information 

Asymmetries 

Alesina and La 
Ferrera (2002) 

Economics 
·     

Luhmann (1979) 
Sociology 

 ·  ·  ·  

Driscoll (1978) 
Organizational 

Behavior 
·  ·   ·  

McAllister (1995) 
Organizational 

Behavior 
 ·  ·  ·  

Grimmelikhuijsen 
(2012) 
Public 

Administration 

·  ·  ·  ·  

Uslaner (2004) 
Political Science ·     

Delhey and 
Newton (2003) 

Sociology 
·   ·   

Job (2005) 
Public 

Administration 
·  ·  ·  ·  

This table is a modified version of a table used by Grimmelikhuijsen (2012) 

A psychological state can be thought of as a certain predisposition toward the decision of 

trusting another possessed by the trustor. Some people will be predisposed towards such a 

decision, whereas others will not be. At its basis, the psychological state can be considered to be 

two-dimensional. The first dimension views the disposition toward the decision to trust as 

primarily determined at the level of the individual and therefore influenced by the individual’s 

personal features, such as personal optimism or sense of control over outcomes (Rothstein 2005). 

This individual dimension of the psychological state is often associated with rational forms of 

trust (Ruscio 1996, 1999).   
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Conversely, the second dimension of the psychological state sees the disposition toward 

the decision to trust another as conditioned by one’s social context. To this end, an individual’s 

predisposition to the decision to trust is primarily determined by those in the context where the 

individual’s decision to trust takes place (cf. Lewis and Weigert 1985) and is therefore not much 

of a decision but rather a collective attribute of a group of people (Rothstein and Uslaner 2005)1. 

The two psychological states discussed here can also be considered through the duality of 

structure versus agency, whereby agency would refer to trust being a behavior that is primarily 

influenced by individual-level features, whereas structure would explain trust as emerging from 

the particular context one is in (cf. Mollering 2005).  

This research is interested in characteristics of the individual that are conducive to trust. 

Therefore, particular emphasis is placed on the first dimension of the psychological state, 

although the second dimension will also be addressed in Chapter 4. Factors seen as influencing 

the aforementioned psychological state at the level of the individual (first dimension) in literature 

coming from various disciplines within the social sciences are illustrated in Table 2. These 

factors will be discusses at greater length in the following chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
1 Accordingly, the appropriate unit of analysis with respect to this dimension would not be the individual, but rather some form 

of social group, such as the community, city, or nation.  
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[Table 2] Factors influencing the psychological state of the trustor 

 Personal optimism 
Demographic traits (i.e. 

income or race) 

Coming from a 
heterogeneous society 
(income or ethnicity) 

Uslaner (2004) ·  ·  ·  

Rothstein (2005)  ·  ·  

Hetherington and Globetti 
(2002) 

 ·   

Kampen, Van de Walle 
and Bouckaert (2006) 

·    

Delhey and Newton 
(2003) 

·  ·  ·  

Alesina and La Ferrera 
(2002) 

·  ·  ·  

Bjornskov (2005)  ·  ·  

 

The element of intention to accept vulnerability concerns the trustor’s intention to depend 

on the trustee for something, such as security or wellbeing. The trustor’s intention to accept 

vulnerability is heavily influenced by the information the trustor possesses about the trustee, as 

well as by the task at hand, for which the trustor is vulnerable to the trustee (Yamagishi and 

Yamagishi 1994, Bouckaert et al. 2002). Central to these elements is a shared factor of perceived 

risk (Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994). For example, we may easily trust a friend when they ask 

for a small loan to buy a bottle of water at the local supermarket, but would be less likely to trust 

the same friend when they ask for the money to buy a new car. The difference between one’s 

willingness to accept vulnerability in the two scenarios is due to the different perceptions of risk 

associated with depending on the friend to pay back the loan (Hardin 2002). Subsequently, 

factors affecting one’s perception of risk, such as information, personality traits, and social 
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context, are likely to play a particularly important role in determining the trustor’s decision to 

depend on and therefore be vulnerable to the trustee, or object of trust. 

The importance of positive expectations is emphasized throughout a wide spectrum of 

trust literature (Barber 1983, Lewis and Weigert 1985, Dasgupta 1988, Mayer et al. 1995, 

Robinson 1996, Bouckaert and Van de Walle 2003, Kampen et al. 2006). Therefore, positive 

expectations will be given a bit more attention than the other factors. Two broad explanations of 

how positive explanations are derived can be identified in the previous literature. 

The first explanation suggests that positive expectations stem from the individual’s 

personal perception that the intentions and behaviors of another are trustworthy (Mayer et al. 

1995, McAllister 1995, Grimmelikhuijsen 2012). In other words, an individual’s positive 

expectations are derived from their own personal and unique perceptions of another’s 

trustworthiness. Mayer and colleagues explain trustworthiness as a function of the perceived 

ability, benevolence, and integrity of another (1995:717-720). The authors explain ability as “that 

group of skills, competencies, and characteristics that enable a party to have influence within 

some specific domain”. Here the implication is that this component of trustworthiness is context 

specific and particular in nature. For example, I will trust a mechanic to change my car’s oil, but 

not to prescribe me medicine for my cold. Benevolence is explained as “the extent to which a 

trustee is believed to want to do good to the trustor, aside from some egocentric profit motive”: 

in other words, a personal relationship is perceived to exist, whereby the trustee is seen as putting 

the needs of the trustor above their own (cf. Jerdee and Rosen 1977). The final dimension of 

trustworthiness, integrity, “involves the trustor’s perception that the trustee adheres to a set of 

principles that the trustor finds acceptable”. This can be viewed as perceived value congruence 

between the trustor and trustee (Sitkin and Roth 1993). Thus, perceptions of a trustee’s ability, 
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benevolence, and integrity may be viewed as stimulating an individual trustor’s positive 

expectations of a trustee. The cross discipline relevance of these dimensions of trustworthiness of 

illustrated in Table 3.  

[Table 3] Characteristics of the object of trust that influences the trustor’s decision to trust 

 Competence (ability) Benevolence Integrity 

Mayer, Davis, Schoorman 
(1995) 

·  ·  ·  

Mizrahi, Vigoda-Gadot, 
and Cohen (2009) 

·    

Yang and Holzer (2006) ·   ·  

Welch, Hinnant, and Moon 
(2005) 

·  ·  ·  

Kim (2005) ·  ·  ·  

S. Kim (2009) ·   ·  

Bouckaert, Van de Walle, 
Maddens, and Kampen 

(2002) 
·  ·  ·  

This table is based on one used by Grimmelikhuijsen (2012). 

The second perspective on how positive expectations are derived suggests that positive 

expectations are not likely to stem from individual perceptions of trustworthiness, but instead 

stem from socially defined predispositions or social outlooks (cf. Granovetter 1973, Luhman 

1979, Lewis and Weigert 1985, Fukuyama 1995, Bouckaert et al. 2002, Uslaner 2008). 

Subsequently, the argument made by this vein of literature is that socially defined predispositions 

serve to (positively or negatively) bias one’s perceptions of trustworthiness, which in turn bears 

on one’s positive expectations (Kampen et al. 2006). Thus, the first line of argumentation views 

positive expectations as determined at the level of the individual, whereas the second line of 

argumentation suggests that positive expectations are determined by one’s social context 

(Uslaner 2004).  
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A large degree of overlap can be found between this perspective on positive expectations, 

and the second dimension of psychological state explained earlier. This research will focus on the 

individual level factors that influence the trustors’ positive perceptions. 

For a trusting relationship to emerge, as opposed to some other form of relationship (for a 

discussion readers are referred to Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994), information asymmetries 

must exist (Lewis and Weigert 1985, McAllister 1995, Bouckaert et al. 2001). Information 

asymmetries describe a situation where one party possesses more information regarding a topic 

of interest than the other party, and also implies a component of risk. This element of trust can be 

seen as a prerequisite for the trustor’s intention to become vulnerable to the trustee: if the trustor 

were in possession of perfect information, there would be little need for trust (Lewis and Weigert 

1985, McAllister 1995). Thus, the incomplete information an individual trustor does have 

regarding the trustworthiness of the trustee plays an important role in shaping perceptions of the 

trustee (Lewis and Weigert 1985, Bouckaert et al. 2001).  

Acknowledging the role of information asymmetries in trust, the critical point in the 

process of extending trust is the decision that one is satisfied with the accumulated information, 

and therefore to stop further information gathering (McAllister 1995, Bouckaert et al. 2002, 

Johnson and Grayson 2005, Van de Walle 2009, Cook et al. 2010), where satisfaction with 

accumulated information can be seen as synonymous with “good reasons” to trust (Lewis and 

Weigert 1985). However, it should be pointed out that both decisions, to trust, as well as to 

distrust, at least in part, are logically related to the decision to stop accumulating information due 

to the satisfaction with the information already accumulated. The difference between decisions to 

trust as opposed to distrust stem from the influence the accumulated information has had on the 

trustor’s expectations. In the event the accumulated information fosters positive expectations, 
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trust is built, whereas in the event accumulated information fosters negative expectations, distrust 

will result (Mayer et al. 1995, Rousseau et al. 1998, Kramer and Lewicki 2010). In other words, 

bearing in mind the earlier discussion related to the importance of positive expectations to 

decisions to trust, a decision to trust based on the information that one has accumulated can be 

seen as indicative that the acquired information has served to foster positive expectations with 

respect to the object of trust, as opposed to negative expectations, or to having an indeterminate 

effect on expectations. The points outlined here speak to the idea that, in order to better examine 

changes in trust, it is important to call into question the impact that additional (imperfect) 

information has on the trustor’s perception of the trustee. This point will be discussed in greater 

depth later. 

Finally, while above we addressed what trust is, it is helpful to outline what trust is not. 

As such, it is useful to differentiate trust from a term that it is often confounded with, confidence 

(Bouckaert et al. 2002, Sapsford and Abbott 2006). Confidence and trust are particularly difficult 

items to distinguish from each other, and in fact, in many languages there is no distinction 

between the two, but rather the same word is used to express both concepts. Part of the difficulty 

in distinguishing between trust and confidence conceptually is “that both concepts refer to 

expectations which may lapse into disappointments” (Luhmann 2000:93). However, as Luhmann 

notes, trust is different from confidence, as confidence refers to a situation with no well-defined 

alternative. For example, we may be confident that the sun will come up tomorrow, or that our 

bus will arrive within a small margin of error, but that confidence originates in the fact that no 

alternatives had been defined for those specific situations: something has occurred so regularly 

for so long that we are not sure what would happen if that something did not happen (Yamagishi 

and Yamagishi 1994: 131). Yamagishi and Yamagishi also suggest that trust differs from 
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confidence for the reason that trust, in addition to an expectation of competence, also hinges on 

expectations of “goodwill and benign intent” (1994:131). Thus trust can be differentiated from 

confidence in that trust is premised on expectations of goodwill and benign intent and is 

extended only after weighing alternatives, whereas confidence is extended in the absence of 

weighing alternatives and only consists of a dimension of competence. 

 

2.1.2 Defining government as a concept 

The objective here is to define what this study means by government. Research investigating 

citizens’ trust in government often assumes the meaning of government to be self evident, or 

mutually understood (Van de Walle 2009). However, citizens’, as well as researchers’ perceptions 

of what government is, and should do are heterogeneous (Bouckaert et al. 2001). Therefore, 

assuming the concept or meaning of government to be self evident or mutually understood when 

researching citizens’ trust in government is likely to yield results that promulgate the conceptual 

confusion that often accompanies research on trust in government (Mishler and Rose 1997), as 

citizens’ points of reference regarding government are likely to be very different (Cook and 

Gronke 2005). To avoid such confusion in this research, government, as an object of trust, will 

be clarified along two dimensions. The first dimension of government to clarify is the political-

administrative dimension, while the second dimension will deal with the level of government 

addressed. These dimensions are commonly used in academic literature to clarify what 

government, as an object of trust, means, both from the perspective of the citizen, as well as from 

that of the researcher (Mischler and Rose 1997, Hetherington 1998, Bouckaert et al. 2002, 

Christensen and Laegreid 2005, Kampen et al. 2005, Heintzman and Marson 2005).  
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An initial way of specifying what one means by government is to divide government into 

political and administrative components (Bouckaert et al. 2002), which is to say, according to 

broad functions. In most democracies around the world, politics and administration are separated 

(to varying degrees) in order to give citizens greater control over their government, to counter the 

potential for corruption and nepotism, as well as to ensure that a single area of government does 

not become too powerful vis a vis another area of government (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004, 

Neshkova and Kostadinova 2012). The political dimension of government refers to the work 

done by elected officials, which is to say politicians, as well as to the institutions that politicians 

work in, such as parliament, or political parties, and at more abstract levels, the functioning of 

democracy in general (Park and Shin 2004). The administrative dimension of government refers 

to factors associated with the production and delivery of public services (Bouckaert et al. 2002), 

such as bureaucrats, ministries, or more broadly, the government bureaucracy. This research is 

interested in the administrative dimension, not in the political dimension. 

The broad administrative dimension of government can be further specified when applied 

to different levels of government. Commonly, government can be divided into micro, meso, and 

macro levels (Bouckaert et al. 2002, Heintzman and Marson 2006, Halligan et al. 2010). The first, 

‘micro’ level of government can be thought of as the individuals associated with the 

administrative dimension of government. These individuals would include actors delivering 

public services such as street level bureaucrats. The second ‘meso’ level of government concerns 

institutions associated with the administrative dimension of government and includes ministries 

or local administrative centers. Citizens’ evaluations of the micro and meso levels of government 

are said to be more sensitive to personal experience with the service with respect to the way 

public services are delivered, as well as the nature of the service itself.  
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The third macro level of government is more of an abstract, affective and general 

conceptualization of government. At this level, government is viewed as an embodiment of 

principles and social values and norms. Citizens’ decisions to trust government are contingent on 

their general assessments of the direction in which their government is leading them (Bouckaert 

and Van de Walle 2003). In other words, “it is not a matter of doing things well, but of doing 

good things” (Bouckaert et al. 2002:48). Citizens’ distinction between doing good things and 

doing bad things is likely to be conditioned by personal as well as social values and norms 

(Uslaner 2004, Christensen and Laegreid 2005). Keeping in mind the characteristics of this level 

of government, trust in this third level is less discerning and more diffuse (Miller 1974, Easton 

1975, Bouckaert et al. 2002). Table 4 summarizes the discussion. The six dimensions of 

government illustrated may serve as points of reference for citizens when they are evaluating 

their government.  

[Table 4] Dimensions of government 

Level/Function Politics Administrative 

Macro 
Democracy 

‘The party’ as a concept 
Ideology 

Government 
The bureaucracy 

The executive branch 
 

Meso 
A particular political party 

Parliament 
A particular public agency or  

public institution 

Micro A particular politician 
Bureaucrats 

 

 

Accordingly, citizens’ evaluations of the macro administrative dimension of government 

is contingent on their general assessments of the direction their government is leading them in 

(Bouckaert and Van de Walle 2003). Thus, it can be said that trust at the macro level of 

government stems from citizens’ perception the actions of government contribute to a desirable 
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big picture. This perception that the actions of government are contributing toward a desirable 

big picture is likely to be heavily influenced by an individual’s personal values as well as social 

norms that are prominent in a particular society. Thus, evaluations of the macro level and 

administrative dimension of government can be viewed as heavily influenced by an individual’s 

values, both with respect to the political and administrative dimensions. 

This research addresses the macro administrative dimension of government. This 

dimension of government is targeted for two reasons. First, research investigating this dimension 

of government is particularly sparse (Van de Walle 2004). Generally, a great deal of research has 

been done on political dimensions of trust at the micro, meso, and macro levels, as well as 

institutions and civil servants, whereas research related to the macro level administrative 

dimension of government is uncommon. Thus, addressing this dimension permits this research to 

fill a dearth in the extant literature. 

Second, the macro level administrative dimension of government is well suited to this 

study’s objectives, which relate to understanding the influence of different sources of 

government information on citizens’ general trusting attitude toward their government. As was 

explained, trust at the macro level of government is said to be related to citizens’ perceptions that 

the public sector is performing in a way that matches their best interest and aligns with their 

personal values, with such perceptions argued to come from social factors, such as media (Orren 

1997, Nye 1997, Van de Walle, Van Roosbroek, Bouckaert 2008). Examining trust at the micro 

or meso level of government would complicate such an assessment because trust in particular, 

and attitudes more generally, at these levels of government are often heavily based on citizens’ 

personal experiences, satisfaction with the specific public service, and citizens’ sympathy with 

the mission of a particular public institution in question (Easton 1975, Lipsky 1971, Bouckaert et 
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al. 2002, Kampen et al. 2006, Van de Walle 2009) in addition to be related to information one 

consumes.  

 

2.1.3 Research related to trust in the Seoul Metropolitan government   

Research that addresses citizens’ trust in the Seoul Metropolitan government is sparse. As a result 

of this void in the literature, this study looks to research that relates to trust in the Korean 

government for insight into factors that may weigh particularly heavily in Seoul citizens’ 

decision to trust their government or not. 

South Korea is a relatively new democracy. Previous research has suggested that South 

Koreans are very critical of the way their government operates, as well as government 

institutions (Lee 2003, Park and Shin 2004). For example, survey data from the 2002-2003, as 

well as the 2006 waves of the Asian Barometer, reveal a somewhat paradoxical situation in South 

Korea. To explain, when compared to other nations in Asia, support and commitment to 

democracy in South Korea is consistently among the highest of all nations in Asia. This finding 

is not very surprising considering South Korea’s colonial and totalitarian experiences over the 

course of much of the 20th century. However, interestingly, despite a great deal of support for and 

commitment toward the concept of democracy, among the nations included in the survey, the 

South Korean citizens trusted their government institutions the least (2002-3 28.6%: 2006 8.1%) 

(Nathan 2007). Additional data from the Korean Development Institute, spanning the time period 

from 1981 to 2001, also found that levels of trust in South Korea have steadily decreased (2006), 

and these decreases have been found to coincide with a considerable increase in the number of 
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civic associations: specifically, previous work has found that from the period of 1993 to 2001, 

the number of civic associations grew from 46,593, to 70,151 (Kim 2010, citing J. Kim 2005).  

Park (2009) has argued that the aforementioned trends offer support for the emergence of 

‘critical citizens’ in South Korea. Critical citizens are seen as a hallmark of many developed 

democracies throughout the world (2009, Inglehart 1997, Norris 1999). Broadly, critical citizens 

support the ideas that lay the foundation for democracy, yet are dissatisfied with the way their 

political system and institutions operate: put in different terms, critical citizens, while supporting 

the democratic form of government, are not content with its functioning. The emergence of 

critical citizens in South Korea, or anywhere else, however, does not necessarily imply that 

governments are faced with increasingly negative citizens, but instead may suggest that citizens’ 

criteria for assessing the functioning of their government has shifted or is in the process of 

shifting away from materialist to post materialist value orientations (Inglehart 1997, Clark et al. 

1998, Norris 2011). To this end, research by Kim, attempting to elucidate the relationship 

between the rise of critical citizens in South Korea and the implications for trust in government, 

found that an important factor positively influencing citizens’ decision to trust their government 

was citizens’ perception that the government paid attention to citizens’ opinions and respected 

citizens’ right to express themselves (2010:807).  

   Thus, it is important to bear in mind that South Korean citizens appear to be rather 

critical of the functioning of their government and have been found to decide whether to trust 

their government or not based on their perceptions of whether their government is actively 

listening to them or not. These developments may speak to the emergence of ‘critical citizens’ 

and to the process of democratic consolidation. Ultimately, these aspects of trust in government 

suggest that the objectives of this research are particularly relevant to the context of South Korea, 
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given the sensitivity of South Korean citizens’ to perceptions that the government is actively 

listening to their opinions. Research by the Edelman trust barometer illustrates these arguments 

in Figure 1. As is shown among the factors that are most emphasized by citizens in making their 

decision to trust their government are transparency and listening to citizens’ opinions, while a 

third important point concerns the government communicating frequently and honestly with the 

citizens. Also illustrated is that these areas are where citizens are most disappointed with their 

government. 

[Figure 1] Trust in Government in South Korea 

 
 This figure is based the 2012 Edelman trust barometer South Korea Results-slide 15 

 
2.1.4 Defining trust in government and outlining the antecedents of interest  

The paragraphs above have served to specify what this research refers to when using the terms 

trust and government. Because trust and government are conceptually very ambiguous, great care 

must be taken when deriving a definition that is suitable for empirical analysis. Building on the 
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understanding of trust and government provided above, here the definition of trust in government 

used by this research is outlined. Then the antecedents of trust in government that this research 

will focus on are introduced. 

Earlier, trust was defined as, “a psychological state comprising the intention to accept 

vulnerability based on positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another” (Rousseau 

et al. 1998:395). In addition, the object of trust was identified as the administrative dimension 

and macro level of government. Therefore, the definition of trust adopted by this study modifies 

Rousseau et al.’s definition such that “another” is specified as the administrative dimension and 

the macro level of government. Moreover, while trust can stem from social circumstances, as 

well as individual-level features, this research focuses only on the individual level features. 

These distinctions are subtle but possess important implications with respect to the objectives 

pursued by this research. The following section of this chapter will outline antecedents to trust 

that are deemed most relevant to the objective and research questions investigated by this 

research.  

 

2.2 Literature review of antecedents to trust in government 

As was explained in the introduction, this research examines how the citizens’ frequency of use 

of e-government impacts their levels of trust in government. Implied here is that this research is 

concerned with investigating the antecedents to citizens’ trust in government, as opposed to the 

consequences of citizens’ trust in government. To carry out the objective of this research, this 

study will examine how citizens’ frequency of use of e-government will serve to impact the 

baseline relationship that exists between citizens’ levels of social trust and trust in government.  
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Moreover, based on a review of the trust in government literature, additional antecedents 

are also introduced and discussed in terms of ways in which they may influence the baseline 

relationship between social trust and trust in government. By doing so, the theoretical framework 

that is constructed by the research will likely provide a clearer and more detailed portrayal of the 

way in which citizens’ use of e-government impacts citizens’ predisposition to trust government. 

In particular, the additional antecedents this research will focus on the influences of perceptions 

of government performance and online mass media. 

Bearing the above in mind, this section introduces the antecedents of (i) social trust, (ii) 

citizens’ use of e-government, (iii) citizens’ use of online mass media, and (iv) citizens’ 

perceptions of government performance. Citizens’ perceptions of government performance, as 

well as their use of e-government and online mass media will be discussed so as to highlight the 

relevance of these antecedents, in particular to the relationship that exists between citizens’ levels 

of social trust and trust in government. 

 

2.2.1 The Antecedent of Social Trust 

Social trust is a topic that has received a lot of attention in the social sciences (Putnam 1995, 

Rahn and Transue 1998, Siegrist and Cvetkovich 2000, Newton 2001, Bjronskov 2008). The 

reason this topic is so prevalent in the social sciences is due to its often being considered an 

antecedent of desirable social features, such as high economic growth, social cohesion, quality of 

government, and citizens’ compliance with public policy (Braithewaite and Makkai 1994, Delhey 

and Newton 2003, Rothstein and Uslaner 2005, Bjornskov 2007, Gustavsson and Jordahl 2008). 

Previous research has likened social trust to a sweeping positive predisposition or outlook on the 
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world (Uslaner 2002, 2008, Rothstein 2005, Rothstein and Uslaner 2005), but, because of the 

amount of attention that social trust has attracted in the social sciences, this term has become 

rather ambiguous. Therefore, the paragraphs below will outline, in greater detail, what this 

research refers to as social trust. The conceptualization of social trust used in this research is 

premised on three pillars: an ex ante decision (Bjornskov 2008), the belief that others possess 

similar fundamental values (Uslaner 2002), and the radius of trust (Fukuyama 1995).  

Regarding the first pillar, Bjornskov describes social trust as “an ex ante belief of how 

likely any randomly selected individual is to behave in an honest and trustworthy manner” 

(2008:272). An important assumption that underpins this explanation of social trust as an ex ante 

belief is that the trustor is willingly making a decision to trust in the absence of any information 

(Lewis and Weigert 1985)2. This characteristic of social trust serves to distinguish it from other, 

more rational/cognitive forms of trust (Lewis and Weigert 1985, Hardin 1999, Ruscio 1999, Kim 

2005, Job 2005), where information plays an important role in determining whether trust is 

extended or not. This ex ante nature of social trust implies that it is a baseline form of trust, 

which can change over time, after one acquires new information (Rothstein 2005:57). However, 

what is the foundation of this baseline form of trust?  

The expectation that others share a compatible set of fundamental values is at the basis of 

social trust (Uslaner 2002, 2004, 2008, Fukuyama 1995, 2001, Rothstein 2005) 3 . This 

                                                             
2 We should note that this willingness is in contrast to a perceived need to make a decision in the absence of trust. For example, 

one might be willing to make a decision to trust another simply because not trusting is not an option. Additionally, one may trust 

another in the absence of information as a gamble, wherein they consider the benefits of trusting to outweigh potential losses 

(Hardin 1999). 

3 What is meant by compatible set of fundamental values is not well explained in the literature, but most authors suggest that 

these fundamental values relate to a desire to cooperate and to a sense of a shared destiny /interrelatedness (Putnam 1993, 

Woolcock and Narayan 2000, Uslaner 2000, Fukuyama 2001). 



30 

expectation that others share a compatible set of fundamental values contributes toward a 

perception of common ground and subsequently greater solidarity and interrelatedness among 

citizens and social actors (Alesina and LaFerrera 2002). Presumably, the expectation of shared 

common ground serves to foster (or is highly associated with) more positive expectations 

regarding the trustworthiness of the trustee, as well as to make the trustor feel less vulnerable. 

For these reasons, factors that induce perceptions of greater social heterogeneity and 

subsequently reduce perceptions of shared values are frequently found to also reduce levels of 

social trust across communities and nations. Specific factors are income inequality, ethnic 

heterogeneity, or close affiliation with a particular religion (Alesina and LaFerrera 2002, Delhey 

and Newton 2005, Rothstein and Uslaner 2005, Leigh 2006, Bjornskov 2007, 2008). 

Subsequently, a third key element of social trust to discuss is the extent to which one expects that 

others share compatible values. 

Radius of trust is a term made popular by Francis Fukuyama (1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2002) 

and refers to a “circle of people among whom co-operative norms are operative”, with co-

operative norms synonymous with shared values (2001:8). Accordingly, radius of trust can be 

used to describe the extent to which one expects that those around them share compatible values 

(Fukuyama 1995, Bjornskov 2008)4. Keeping in mind the ‘radius of trust’ concept, those with a 

broader radius of trust are said to possess an expectation that most people share the same set of 

values they do, and therefore possess higher levels of generalized social trust (Uslaner 2008). It 

is important to note at this point, however, that social trust does not stem from similar sets of 

                                                             
4 Extent can be taken here to refer to width, as opposed to depth of one’s feelings that those around them share the same set of 

values. 
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values, nor does it stem from perceptions that others possess a similar set of values. Rather, 

social trust is better to be thought of as an expectation that others share a similar set of values. 

 As social trust may be seen as the extent to which one expects that others are ‘cut from 

the same moral fabric they are’ (Uslaner 2002), in addressing antecedents of social trust it is 

therefore important to ask a more profound question of ‘what leads some people to expect most 

people share their values, and others to believe that only a limited few share their values?’ (cf. 

Delhey and Newton 2005).  

To begin, determinants of social trust differ according to the unit of analysis (Delhey and 

Newton 2003). For, example, research comparing social trust across nations often finds factors 

such as quality of government, dominant religion, corruption, history of monarchy, and 

corruption (You 2005, Rothstein 2005, Bjornskov 2007, 2008). However, as this research deals 

with social trust at the level of the individual, we will focus on personality traits that are 

generally said to be associated with higher levels of social trust in the extant literature (Delhey 

and Newton 2003, Uslaner 1999, 2002, 2005, 2008)5.  

Keeping in mind the explanation of generalized social trust above, two key determinants 

of one’s radius of trust at the level of the individual are (1) the extent to which one is optimistic, 

and (2) their sense of empowerment6. More optimism is said to contribute toward higher levels 

of social trust as individuals who are optimistic are likely to possess more positive expectations 

                                                             
5  Drawing on arguments related to structure and agency, we might also argue that citizens’ levels of social trust are determined 

by the environment (social structure) they are socialized in. This would assume a sociological perspective on trust, or in other 

words conceive of trust as an “intersubjective or systematic social reality” (Lewis and Weigert 1985:967). Implicit above is that 

we assume more of an agency perspective on social trust as opposed to a structural perspective, as this is more appropriate for the 

objectives of this research, which sets its unit of analysis at the level of the individual citizen.   

6 Empowerment here is taken to mean sense of control over their life (Uslaner 2002, Uslaner and Brown 2003, Rothstein and 

Uslaner 2005). 
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regarding the trustworthiness of others, as well as future outcomes. As mentioned earlier, 

positive expectations are one of the defining components of trust (Rousseau et al. 1998). 

Empowerment is likely to contribute toward higher levels of social trust as individuals who sense 

themselves as being more powerful are likely to feel less vulnerable to potential risks associated 

with trusting (cf. Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994): “if things do not work out, that is OK because 

I can do something about it”. As such, for individuals with higher levels of empowerment, 

trusting is likely to be much easier, as they feel they have the ability to influence future outcomes 

and are therefore less vulnerable. Thus, taken together, the traits of optimism and sense of 

empowerment, can be said to forge a generalized expectation that most people are good people, 

or can become good with a little encouragement, and that the future, while uncertain, will (as 

opposed to can) be good if we try hard enough (Rothstein 2005)7. 

Theories that are typically used to explain the presence of optimism and sense of 

empowerment are the success and wellbeing theory and the personality theory8 (cf. Putnam 1995, 

Uslaner 2002, Delhey and Newton 2003, Rothstein 2005). Personality theory, which builds on 

work done in the field of social psychology, posits that citizens’ levels of social trust are a 

function of their upbringing (Uslaner 2008). Elaborating on the idea that social trust stems from 

one’s optimism and sense of empowerment, personality theory holds that these ‘personality 

traits’ are developed from an early age and result from the social relationships, culture and norms, 

and overarching social climate of the environment in which one is socialized (Uslaner 2002, 

                                                             
7 Uslaner and Brown explain explain generalized social trust similarly: “The world is a good place, it is going to get better, and 
you can make it better” (2003:4).  
8 Work by Robert Putnam (1993, 2000) on social capital has often suggested the importance of citizens' use of media as a factor 

that serves to influence citizens' levels of social trust. However, many have noted (e.g. Rothstein 2000, or 2005, Cappella 2002) 

these claims find no empirical support. For example, work by Uslaner(1998), Norris (1999), and Newton (1999) all have refuted 

the role of mass media as a determinant of social trust.  
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2008, Delhey and Newton 2003, Rothstein and Uslaner 2005). However, while strong support for 

causal relationships between personality features and social trust has been found, Delhey and 

Newton stress that the personality theory of social trust, which is based on social psychology, 

does not consider social trust to be a result of features associated with one’s upbringing, but 

posits instead that social trust is but one facet of highly associated attitudinal components that 

together constitute a particular outlook on life (2003:95).  

Similar to the personality theory, success and wellbeing theory also suggests that an 

individual’s level of social trust is likely to stem from levels of optimism and a sense of 

empowerment. However, success and wellbeing theory holds that these personality features, 

rather than being the result of the way we were brought up, are instead the consequences of 

various socio-economic features that were acquired later on in life, such as education or level of 

income (Ross et al. 2001, Delhey and Newton 2003, Guvstavsson and Jordahl 2008). Thus, 

according to the success and wellbeing theory, within a given society, those individuals who 

view themselves as being more successful are also likely to possess higher levels of social trust, 

whereas those individuals who see themselves as being less successful are also likely to possess 

lower levels of social trust (Putnam 1995, Delhey and Newton 2003). Elaborating on such a 

rationale, Ross and colleagues (2001:573) argue that among those who are less successful, 

resources are generally scarce and that “the dire consequences of mistaken trust makes them 

wary”: in other words, for those who are less successful, trusting others is simply a very risky 

proposition. 

Empirical research assessing causal linkage between one’s upbringing (personality 

theory), social trust, and trust in government is scarce, especially when compared to research 

investigating the impact of socio-economic features (the success and wellbeing theory) on social 
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trust and trust in government. Presumably, the reason for this is because it is difficult to quantify 

one’s upbringing, whereas it is (relatively) easier to assess one’s success and wellbeing based on 

indicators such as income or education 9. 

After providing an overview of the concept of social trust, it is necessary to introduce the 

possible relationships between citizens’ trust in government and social trust, as outlined in the 

extant literature. These relationships will be subjected to greater scrutiny in the empirical 

chapters of this research. 

 

2.2.1.1. Relationship between social trust and trust in government 

Because social trust is typically considered to be associated with a generalized positive outlook 

on life, relationships between social trust and trust in government are disputed and vague in 

terms of the causal mechanisms that have been used to explain such a relationship (Putnam 2000, 

Newton 1999, Chanley et al. 2000, Rothstein 2005, Keele 2007). Most of the research that has 

sought to address relationships between social trust and trust in government has focused on direct 

relationships in particular and overlooked indirect ways in which social trust may influence 

citizens’ trust in government. Consequently, identifying such indirect means may help to make 

the causal linkages between social trust and trust in government more concrete and consistent, as 

well as to clarify them. As social trust is associated with a general positive attitude regarding the 

trustworthiness of others (Uslaner 2002, Newton 1999, Delhey and Newton 2003, Rothstein 

2005), it would stand to reason that, in addition to directly influencing citizens’ levels of trust in 

                                                             

9 Because the conceptualization of social trust assumed by this research relies heavily on the individual (agent), as opposed to the 
qualities of the social setting (structure), one might consider a more appropriate name for the concept of social trust used by this 
research as ‘dispositional trust’, in that our form of social trust relies heavily on the disposition of the individual as opposed to the 
qualities of the social setting. 
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government, social trust is also likely to contribute indirectly to citizens’ levels of trust in 

government via other variables, such as perceptions of government performance. Before 

discussing these points however, it is useful to first outline possible relationships that may exist 

between social trust and trust in government. 

Regarding relationships between levels of social trust and trust in government, three 

broad types are possible: (1) social trust leads to trust in government, (2) trust in government 

leads to social trust, and (3) while these terms may be correlated, no causal relationship is present. 

Previous research has been far from unanimous in its support for any single relationship, as 

empirical research of this relationship typically returns mixed results (Delhey and Newton 2003, 

Rothstein 2005, Bjornskov 2008). A careful review of the literature suggests that the main reason 

for this ambiguity regarding the impact of higher levels of social trust on levels of trust in 

government may be attributed to the use of different units of analysis when examining this 

relationship. To elaborate, the studies that assess relationships between social trust and trust in 

government commonly choose between the individual citizen as the unit of analysis, or the 

nation. Implicit in the decision of which unit of analysis to use is a choice to examine between 

group variance (unit of analysis: nation), as opposed to within group variance (unit of analysis: 

citizen). Generally, research that sets the unit of analysis at the level of the individual tends to 

find significant causal relationships between social trust and trust in government (1) (Job 2005, 

Keele 2007), whereas research that sets the unit of analysis at the level of the nation suggests that 

higher levels of trust in government cause higher levels of social trust (2) (Rothstein and Uslaner 

2005, Rothstein 2005)10.  The third relationship suggests that the two forms of trust are merely 

                                                             
10 Arguing that levels of trust in government cause levels of social trust from a methodological standpoint is very messy, 

because such a relationship is premised on assumptions that are very difficult to measure. For example, this vein of 

argumentation suggests that levels of trust in government are predicated on the actual performance of government, with better 



36 

associated with both social trust and trust in government caused by a third factor, such as quality 

of government (Blind 2007: 6). Because this research will assess trust in government in Seoul, 

and deals with the individual unit of analysis (the Seoul citizen) this study will focus in particular 

on assessing the impact of social trust on trust in government (1).  

The argument that levels of social trust stand to impact citizens’ trust in government is 

moored in research that has found that the citizens’ levels of trust in government do not appear to 

be closely tied to government performance. Rather, it is argued that “a common factor appears to 

be behind the evaluations of all institutions that are related to government” (Kampen et al. 

2006:389). Similar sentiments are echoed by Keele (2007), who says that “running through this 

work [that ties performance to trust] is a sense that trust has some other additional cause that is 

reflected in broader social and societal trends” (brackets added by the author) (p. 242). Research 

by Van de Walle, Van Roosbroek and Bouckaert (2008), which used panel data for European 

Union member states, illustrates that while there are various up-ticks and downturns in citizens’ 

levels of trust in government, over time the levels of trust have remained relatively stable. Given 

the stability that has been found with respect to citizens’ levels of trust in government, as well as 

the relatedness of the citizens’ evaluations of different areas of government (Kampen et al. 2006), 

and Van de Walle (2004) have argued that, “attitudes towards the public sector may therefore be, 

instead of being mere evaluations of individual experience, part of a broader tradition and life-

style” (p. 10-237). To this end, this “broader tradition or lifestyle” mentioned by Van de Walle is 

considered to be a basis for the citizens’ trust in government. The arguments outlined here speak 

to the idea that levels of trust in government are likely to be moored in some generalized baseline 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
performing governments stimulating higher levels of trust in government. However, this assumption is likely to be flawed: 

previous research has suggested that the objective levels of government performance are not as important as the citizens’ 

perceptions of government performance (Bouckaert and Van de Walle 2003), and the two are sometimes said to diverge (Orren 

1997).  
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disposition or set of expectations that citizens’ possess, which in this research is deemed to be 

social trust.  

Above, arguments were provided that suggested a direct relationship between social trust 

and trust in government. However, because social trust is understood as a diffuse and baseline 

disposition that is likely to positively impact citizens’ trust in government, it may be reasoned 

that social trust is likely to also influence citizens’ levels of trust in government indirectly. In 

particular, levels of social trust may also positively influence other factors that are commonly 

viewed as antecedents to trust in government, such as the perceptions of government 

performance. However, before exploring this point it is helpful to first consider how citizens’ use 

of e-government and online mass media may serve to influence the strength of the relationship 

between social trust and trust in government.  

 

2.2.1.2 Trends of social trust in Seoul 

Similar to trust in government, the literature assessing social trust among citizens of Seoul is 

sparse. Part of the reason for this is that levels of social trust are most commonly assessed at the 

national or individual levels of analysis. Thus, for insight into levels of social trust in Seoul this 

research will look to previous work that has assessed levels of social trust in South Korea, 

although the two may differ to some degree. 

Research assessing social trust in South Korea can be thought of as unanimous, in the 

sense that most studies agree that South Korea is not a ‘high trust’ context (Fukuyama 1995, 

Delhey and Newton 2005). Fukuyama (1995) has deemed South Korea to be a low trust society, 

and claimed that South Korea is a familistic society, implying that Koreans place particular 
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emphasis on strong ties to small groups, which in turn serves to constrain the generalized 

expectation that most people share a compatible set of values. World Values survey data suggests 

that from 1981 to 2000, levels of social trust decreased from a high of 31% of respondents in 

1981 to a low of 27% in 2000 (Inglehart 2004)11. You (2005) suggests that this reduction in 

social trust may be attributed to a growing inequality and tension that has surfaced as South 

Korea began its democratic transition, as opposed to South Korea being a familistic society. You 

explains that during South Korea’s transition to democracy, citizens simply came to view their 

society as less fair: land ownership become concentrated in an increasingly smaller proportion of 

society (p.25), and income inequality increased rapidly (p. 14). However, research by Lee (2006) 

that compared levels of social trust in South Korea to those in the United States found that levels 

of social trust in South Korea exhibit pronounced differences in terms of the levels of social trust 

between age groups, with younger age groups exhibiting higher levels of social trust: such 

findings might be taken to suggest that levels of social trust among those generations that 

experienced South Korea’s democratic transition were negatively impacted, whereas younger 

generations, who were less exposed to the destabilizing effects of that transition, possess 

progressively higher levels of social trust. Thus, overall, what might be inferred here is that, 

while for a period during South Korea’s democratic transition, the levels of social trust fell, these 

levels have begun to pick up in more recent years. The discussion here does not intend to 

categorize South Korea as a low, medium or high trust society, but rather to demonstrate some of 

the difficulties associated with classifying South Korea along such lines. As a final point here, 

two different pieces of research by Delhey and Newton may be considered (2002, 2005). In their 

2002 article, the authors categorized South Korea as a high trust society using data coming from 

                                                             
11 By contrast, more than 65% of respondents from Norway, Sweden and Denmark believed that most people could be trusted 
(You 2005). These nations are commonly considered to have the highest levels of social trust. 
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Euromodule surveys between the years 1999 to 2001, but in their 2005 article these same authors 

classified South Korea on the threshhold between medium and low trust societies, this time using 

data from the World Values survey for the years between 1995 and 1997. These differences are 

likely to stem from three factors: (1) different data sets, (2) different years that the data were 

delivered, and (3) difficulties associated with transplanting Western conceptualizations of social 

trust to the Korean society. This research does not aim to examine in detail how suitable the 

Western concepts of social trust are for the Korean society, nor to explore a conceptualization of 

social trust that is suitable to the Korean context, although this is an interesting avenue for future 

research to pursue. Instead, this research, like much of the previous research, will make use of 

Western conceptualizations of social trust as being a generalized expectation that unknown 

others possess a compatible set of values. Consequently, this research will also assume the 

existence of a positive relationship between social trust and trust in government from a 

conceptual perspective, simply because, at this point in time, no evidence suggests otherwise. 

 The possible influences of the citizens’ use of e-government on the relationship between 

citizens’ social trust and trust in government will be next discussed and contrasted to influences 

that may stem from citizens’ use of online mass media, then the literature is examined for clues 

as to the ways in which citizens’ perceptions of government performance may serve to influence 

relationships that are outlined related to social trust, trust in government and citizens’ use of e-

government and mass media. 
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2.2.2 The antecedents of citizens’ use of e-government and online mass media 
 

Here the antecedents of e-government and online mass media are introduced. In particular, e-

government and online mass media are discussed with respect to their use by citizens for 

information related to their government. Before going further, it is first helpful to define the 

terms e-government and online mass media. E-government, like the terms trust, or government, 

can be used to refer to a variety of concepts (Yildiz 2007). This research will make use of a 

definition of e-government provided by Norris and Moon (2005), who explain that e-government 

can be “Defined as the electronic provision of information and services by government, 24 hours 

a day, seven days per week” (p. 64). This definition was chosen because it is compatible with 

many alternative definitions of e-government provided in the literature (for a thorough discussion 

see Yildiz 2007), and it also aligns with the objective of this research. Mass media is also a very 

large concept that can be defined along various lines and with various emphases. Nevertheless, 

most explanations of mass media tend to converge on the basic, shared notion, that it as a method 

used by non-government actors to communicate information to a large (mass) audience. 

Traditional communication methods can be thought of as the television, radio, or newspapers. 

Since this research focuses in particular on online mass media, the definition of mass media used 

in this research will restrict itself to the online medium only, to include sources such as (non 

government) online newspapers, web portals, and online blogs - details regarding the particular 

sources will be discussed at greater length in the research design chapter. 

  Substantial changes in the information that citizens possess about their government 

were brought about by the dawning of the information age, mainly because the diffusion of the 

Internet has made it so inexpensive and convenient to consume and disseminate information of 

any type (Kettl 2002). E-government and online mass media have emerged as important factors 
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serving to spread information to citizens about their government in the information age, and can 

therefore be considered as very important tools when it comes to any new attempt to build trust 

in government (Nye 1997, Im et al. 2012). Below, arguments suggesting how these factors may 

serve to influence the relationship between citizens’ levels of social trust and trust in government 

are outlined. However, before discussing the particular antecedents of government and private 

online sources of government information and why they are relevant to a discussion of trust in 

government, it is useful to provide some context. Therefore we begin with a discussion on the 

importance of citizens’ access to government information to the functioning of a democracy..  

 

2.2.2.1. The importance of information to democratic contexts  

The idea that citizens have a right to know what their government is doing is hardly a new one. 

For example, in ancient Athens, all court trials, no matter the person (even well-known figures 

such as Socrates) were open to the public, as were the proceedings of its assembly (Ober 2006). 

In the 18th century English philosopher Jeremy Benthem argued that governments, by virtue of 

the work they perform, have a moral obligation to be transparent: “the doors of all public 

establishments … [must] be, thrown wide open to the body of the curious at large” (Benthem, 

cited in Bowrey and Smark 2010:1). The United States’ founding father James Madison, when 

advocating the citizens’ right to a government that works for their best interests, argued that a 

key prerequisite to making this possible is for citizens to actually possess the information that 

allows them to make decisions consistent with their best interests: “knowledge will forever 

govern ignorance, and a people who mean to be their own governors must arm themselves with 

the power which knowledge gives” (cited in Piotrowski and Van Ryzin 2007:307). A more 

contemporary perspective on the citizens’ right to information related to their government is 
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provided by Joseph Stiglitz, who views information related to the activities as being akin to a 

public good (1999:7): 

The question is, given that the public has paid for the gathering of government 

information, who owns the information? Is it the province of the government 

official, or does it belong to the public at large? I would argue that information 

gathered by public officials at public expense is owned by the public-just as the 

chairs and buildings and other physical assets used by the government belong to 

the public. 

Why has such an emphasis been placed on the citizens’ right to know what government is 

doing? One reason is that a lack of information could lead the government to abuse its power 

(Stiglitz 1999, Kettl 2000). From the perspective of the agency theory, the less informed citizens 

are regarding the actions of their government, the freer their government becomes to engage in 

opportunistic behavior (Parker 1992). Such arguments lay the foundation for some well known 

political economy theories, such as the public choice theory, where members of the government, 

both bureaucrats and politicians, seek to maximize their personal interests at the expense of the 

citizens, by manipulating the very information asymmetries that their (fiduciary) relationships 

with citizens were built on (Barro 1973, Buchanen 1974). As was alluded to by the quote from 

Madison, the better informed citizens are regarding their government, the better situated those 

citizens are to avoid or counteract such rent-seeking behavior.  

A second reason that citizens are said to have a right to have access to government 

information and know what their government is doing is that government information provides 

citizens with a means of making decisions that are consistent with what they perceive their best 
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interests to be. This argument relates to the idea of adverse selection, whereby information 

asymmetries lead the principal, which in this case would be the citizens, to make decisions that 

are inconsistent with, or even go against their best interests (Ackerlof 1970). 

While previous research suggested that the citizens’ increased access to government 

information can lead to higher levels of trust in government and more positive perceptions of 

government performance (Chadwick and May 2003, Welch et al. 2005, Tolbert and Mossberger 

2006, Nam 2012), more recent research has suggested a third reason that relates to trust in 

government:. The normative argument is that as the citizens are given more access to 

government information, by virtue of the transparency policies, they are better able to understand 

the realities underpinning the work of the government, which in turn can generate more realistic 

expectations of the government (cf. Bouckaert and Van de Walle 2003) and can foster greater 

mutual understanding between citizens and their government (Ho 2002). These developments are 

argued by much of the literature to bring about higher levels of citizens’ trust in government 

(Grimmelikhuijsen 2011). Subsequently, it is suggested that governments should attempt to 

enhance their transparency and to increase the amount of information that the citizens possess 

about their government. Nevertheless, this line of reasoning lacks a consistent empirical support 

and has also failed to provide a clear insight into the actual mechanisms that contribute towards 

how the increased citizen access to the government information leads to higher levels of trust in 

government.  

In spite of the mixed empirical support and underspecified explanations, various reform 

attempts have been made to provide citizens with greater amounts of information, with the 

intention of enhancing their trust in government (Grimmelikhuijsen and Welch 2012). Today, 

given the sophistication of information and communication technologies, as well as the benefits 
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of the government’s increased dissemination of information mentioned earlier, governments 

throughout the world have rushed to adopt such reforms, and technological advances led to the 

lowering of many of the barriers that were once present, especially those related to efficiency 

(Chadwick and May 2003, Meijer 2009). Internationally, at the forefront of such developments is 

the city of Seoul, which is often considered to be among the most aggressive governments in its 

use of information and communications technology aimed at enhancing the levels of 

transparency (Ahn and Brettschneider 2012). Examples of this would include the Dasan Call 

Center (Im et al. 2013), the Oasis Project (Kim and Lee 2012), or the OPEN system (Online 

Procedures Enhancement for civil enhancement) (Kim et al. 2009). Below, arguments from 

previous literature are visited in order to glean an insight into the more specific possible 

implications stemming from the citizens’ use of e-government for information about their 

government. 

 

2.2.2.2. E-government as a tool for providing citizens with information 

Much of the literature in the field of public administration suggests that the benefits associated 

with citizens’ use of e-government will appear readily, given that the Internet has become so 

diffuse and inexpensive to access. Indeed, among those who use e-government ostensible 

positive effects have been found (Parent et al. 2004, Welch et al. 2005, Tolbert and Mossberger 

2006). The implication that is often taken away is that the citizens’ use of the Internet may 

strengthen the relationships between social trust and trust in government. Yet, more in-depth 

assessments suggest that the picture may be more complex than this often presented and overly 

simplified line of argumentation that suggests that greater e-government use will lead to greater 

trust in government. Two explanations are provided below. 
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First, the argument that all citizens who make greater use of e-government should exhibit 

higher levels of trust in government finds little support in the relevant literature. For example, 

research by Parent et al. (2004) investigated the impact of the citizens’ use of e-government on 

the levels of trust in government in Canada. In their research they found a positive relationship 

between citizens’ trust in government and use of e-government, but they also found that the 

impact of e-government appeared to be significant only among those respondents who exhibited 

higher levels of internal efficacy. Thus, the finding here suggests that the impact of citizens’ use 

of e-government is likely to be contingent on the presence of some already-extant attitude or 

disposition12. This finding can be seen as suggesting that the impact of e-government on trust in 

government is best assessed in terms of how it influences citizens’ extant relationships. To 

explain further, e-government is most commonly used by governments to improve existing 

processes and relationships rather than to create new ones. For example, while e-government 

may improve the government’s ability to deliver information to citizens, there is still a long 

history of that same government delivering information to citizens before the existence of e-

government.  

A second example to discuss relates to research done in the United States by Tolbert and 

Mossberger (2006). In their research the authors found that citizens’ use of e-government was 

positively associated with citizens’ perceptions of transparency and performance of government, 

but these positive perceptions only translated into trust in government with respect to the local 

                                                             
12 This research considers whether the relationship between citizens’ levels of social trust and trust in government varies 

according to citizens’ levels of use of e-government. However, at this point one might also wonder whether an alternative 

relationship may be more appropriate, whether a relationship between citizens’ levels of social trust and trust in government may 

be present and citizens’ levels of social trust influence said relationship. However, while such an argument might stand from an 

empirical perspective, conceptually it is flawed. The reason for this is that, as Bannister and Connolly explain, “ICT can deliver 

efficiency. It can enable effectiveness. It can reduce cost. It can facilitate openness. But ICT can do little for benevolence and 

nothing for openness or empowerment…” (p. 145). To this end, while e-government may be used to make an extant relationship 

better or worse, it cannot be used to replace a relationship, as e-government is merely a tool as opposed to an entity. 
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government, but not to the federal government. Instead, at the federal level of government the 

authors found that more important determinants of the citizens’ trust in government were related 

to various demographic and attitudinal traits of the respondents. This finding also suggests that 

the impact of e-government on trust in government is likely to be premised on characteristics of 

an extant relationship that already exists between citizens and their government. To elaborate, 

previous research has suggested that citizens’ relationships and levels of trust are different 

according to level of government. At local levels, citizens tend to trust their government 

differently than they do at the central (federal) level of government (Li 2004). What these two 

examples serve to illustrate is the possibility that e-government on its own achieves very little, 

and is better assessed in terms of its influence on the existing relationships related to trust in 

government. Indeed, in both cases the types of relationship being assessed had a determinant 

effect on the significance/importance of the citizens’ frequency of use of e-government, which 

implies that it is important for research to make explicit the type of relationship that is being 

assessed when attempting to understand the impact of citizens’ use of e-government. 

Finally, it is important to consider the capacity in which e-government is being assessed 

and researchers must be cautious in drawing conclusions related to citizens’ use of e-government. 

As time passes and the sophistication of ICT increases, the term ‘e-government’ assumes an ever 

broader meaning, as the governments’ use of this tool becomes more diversified both laterally 

and vertically. At present, e-government may be used by citizens for many purposes, as 

suggested by the term ‘one stop portal’, which provides citizens with various public services, 

including information as well as with opportunities for participation. To this end, e-government 

may be evaluated in terms of its influence on participation, transparency, or service 

provision/satisfaction. However, current research generally does not make explicit what facet of 
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e-government is being assessed. It is likely that the impact of e-government as a tool to enhance 

participation will be different from that of e-government as a tool to enhance transparency, while 

both are also likely to differ from the impact of e-government used as a tool to enhance the 

provision of services. Take for example the research by Grimmelikhuijsen (2012). In this study 

based in the Netherlands, the use of e-government as a tool for enhancing transparency at the 

local level of government is assessed. What is uncovered is that e-government as a tool used for 

transparency impacted levels of trust in government differently according to whether the 

transparency dealt with policy outcomes or processes and there was little evidence to suggest an 

overall positive impact. Alternatively, we may consider the impact of e-government as a tool for 

enhancing public service provision, and how this in turn leads to greater trust in government. 

Here, research by Welch et al. suggests a positive relationship between citizens’ use of public 

services online, which in turn translates into higher levels of citizen trust in government. As a 

third example of research assessing the use of e-government as a tool used to enhance citizens’ 

participation in government and its impact on trust in government, research by Morgeson et al. 

(2011) suggests that while such relationships are significant at the level of a particular agency 

responsible for the e-government program, enhanced trust in this area of government did not 

translate into more diffuse trust in the government overall. Thus, presented here are findings that 

stand in stark contrast to each other, and subsequently suggest the need for research to make 

explicit what aspect of e-government the research is assessing when attempting to understand 

how citizens’ frequency of use of e-government may impact the relationship between social trust 

and trust in government. This research will focus on assessing implications stemming from e-

government as a tool for transparency, as this study assesses how citizens’ frequency of use of e-

government for information related to their government influences the relationship between 
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social trust and trust in government. As such, it is useful to briefly consider the features of 

information provided to citizens via e-government as suggested by previous research.  

In terms of the information available to citizens via e-government, arguments have been 

made that information provided by the government online tends to present an “overly positive” 

perspective on government performance (Grimmelikhuijsen 2011:41). For example, research by 

Mahler and Reagan (2007) has found that government institutions take great care in crafting a 

message that they believe will cast the government in a positive light. Etzioni (2010) has also 

picked up on this tendency, and Gaber (2000), in an article titled, ‘Lies, damn lies…and political 

spin’, also takes issue with the practice of the Internet being used as a means of promoting a 

particular government agenda, as opposed to opening up discussions about the government. 

Keeping such arguments in mind, we can consider government online sources of information as 

exhibiting a positive bias.   

With respect to Seoul, South Korea, which is often held in high regard for its advanced 

and diffuse applications of e-government, previous research has suggested that e-government and 

government applications of ICT are used by the government for self serving purposes as well, 

and two examples are discussed here. First, the research by Ahn and Brettschneider (2011) that 

investigated the application of e-government in the administrative district of Gangnam-gu in 

Seoul found that the Mayor of this well-to-do administrative district made use of e-government 

as a means of more closely aligning the activities of the district's bureaucratic elites with the 

policies that the mayor was interested in pursuing. To do so, the mayor initiated a series of 

transparency policies that targeted the traditionally ‘closed door’ meetings of the district's 

bureaucrat elites and other elites in the Gangnam government and the district's mayor. The 

authors argue that the mayor’s use of these meetings provided him with a tool to present himself 
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to the citizens as a champion of their well being, which in turn allowed him to “improve his 

personal reputation and support from local citizens”. Im et al. (2012) found a similar situation at 

the level of the Seoul Metropolitan Government, regarding the mayor’s use of ICT applications 

to influence his control over local administrative districts in the face of demands for greater local 

government autonomy. In this study, interviews with employees of the call center and 

government officials affiliated with the call center all suggested that the mayor created and made 

use of the Dasan Call Center as a means of collecting information that could be used to punish 

local administrative districts that performed in a way that diverged from the preferences of the 

mayor. To explain, the mayor consolidated existing call centers that were present at the level of 

the local administrative district (Gu) into a single call center that was managed by the Seoul 

Metropolitan government: this consolidated call center was then used to provide citizens with a 

variety of information, and also to collect complaints from them regarding public services in 

their local administrative district. The mayor collected these complaints and used them to justify 

the size of discretionary budget allocations to the local governments. However, as interviews 

demonstrated, while levels of complaints were used to justify the size of discretionary budget 

allocations, they were not used to determine the size. Interviewees suggested that the complaints 

were used selectively, to punish only those districts whose mayors the Seoul Metropolitan 

Government Mayor was at odds with: the complaints were not used to determine the size of 

budget allocations to those districts that the mayor was aligned with. The final result was that  

the Dasan Call Center came to be evaluated very highly by citizens and was suggested to be 

associated with increased citizen satisfaction with the Seoul Metropolitan Government overall. 

Thus, the two examples outlined above provide evidence that, like in other national 

contexts, the use of e-government and ICT by government within the context of Seoul is often 
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for self-serving purposes. By extension, these examples also provide evidence to suggest that the 

use of e-government by government in the context of Seoul is used as a means of positively 

portraying the activities of the Seoul Metropolitan Government to citizens: in other words, a 

positive bias is likely.  

 

2.2.2.3. Online mass media as a source of information about government 

Previous research provided evidence that suggests that the qualities of online mass media sources 

of government information are likely to be different from similar information provided by e-

government (Gordon 2000, Im et al. 2013). Below these arguments are explored in order to infer 

the ways in which the citizens’ use of online mass media may influence the relationship between 

social trust and trust in government sources of government information.  

To begin, sources within the online mass media are rapidly expanding: whereas in the 

past citizens only had limited options from which they could obtain information related to their 

government, today there is a seemingly infinite array of information available to them (Stroud 

2008). This expansion of online mass media sources has led to increased competition for 

readership among the private online sources (Stromberg 2004). Previous research has argued that 

in order to attract new readers and stay competitive, private online mass media sources exhibit a 

pronounced tendency to sensationalize information (Gordon 2000) - Prior (2006) referred to this 

as the ‘market logic’ of online mass media. This sensationalization tendency is said to negatively 

bias information related to government and, as a result, to negatively impact public opinion 

(Johnston and Bartels 2010). Empirical assessments of how this competitive climate influences 

the public's perceptions of, and its attitudes towards the government, suggest a strong negative 
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effect (Im et al. 2012). However, empirical research on the subject of online mass media ‘market 

logic’ is rather limited (Johnston and Bartels 2010), and would therefore benefit from further 

investigation.  

Given that in a democracy the information available is said to provide the citizens with 

the means to pursue their best interests, the mass media is often credited with providing them 

with honest information about their government. So important is this role of the media to the 

operation of a democracy, that a free press is considered to be a defining element of a functional 

democracy. The free press or mass media are seen as important for the reason that they provide 

people with critical information related to the activities of their government. Therefore the mass 

media coverage of the activities of government has a critical orientation, simply because it is 

meant to analyze and interpret what the government is doing and how the government’s activities 

may stand to impact citizens.  

Thus, whereas the information provided to citizens by e-government may be expected to 

have an inherent positive bias, mass media, for the reasons outlined above, can be considered to 

possess an inherent negative bias in its portrayal of government activities. It must also be noted 

that, while a strong negative bias is often suggested to exist with respect to the online media’s 

coverage of government that does not mean that positive information does not exist in the vast 

and expanding body of online mass media. Actually, given the fact that online mass media is 

itself becoming more and more polarized (Jaeger 2005), a sizable amount of positive information 

is also likely to be present. Nevertheless, if the extant literature is any indication, it is likely that 

the negatively biased information sources present in online mass media far outnumber the 

positively biased sources. 
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Within the context of Seoul, this line of argumentation is also expected to hold. Two 

examples are provided. First, research by Chung (2011) traced such processes by documenting 

the struggles over an initiative to construct a high speed rail line through the habitat of South 

Korean salamanders. The South Korean Buddhist and environmentalist groups, wanted the 

government to halt the construction of the railroad. In this research, Chung found that these 

environmental groups made use of their websites, which can be considered as a form of mass 

media, to garner wide spread support for their cause and exaggerated the risks associated with 

the project to the general public13. Indeed the results of their dedicated efforts to foster citizen 

discontent regarding this ostensibly obscure project online resulted in two Korean Supreme 

Court hearings over the constitutionality of the proposed measure, as well as more the 2 billion 

dollars in additional expenses.  

Building on Chung’s explanation of citizens using the Internet to amplify perceived risk, 

a more severe manifestation of such a practice is found in infodemics, which may be thought of 

as the viral spreading of (often misleading) information regarding a particular topic. Rightly or 

wrongly, infodemics play a particularly important role in shaping the citizens’ trust in 

government and subsequently their attitudes towards compliance. Illustrating these points well 

are the widespread protests that took place in Seoul in 2008, which were provoked by largely 

erroneous information via online mass media regarding a beef import clause in the recently 

signed agreement between South Korea and the United States. Essentially, spurred by false 

reports that Mad Cow disease was prevalent in American cattle, Koreans took to the streets in 

protest, for more than forty days, with police estimates of 100,000 protesters during peak nights 

                                                             
13

 
Chung (2011) reveals that in the months of January and February 2005, 567 messages regarding this environmental issue were 

posted to the president’s official website. Further, of the 27,141 total visits to the president’s website, 21,426 of them were to the 
567 messages. These numbers would suggest that even when citizens visit government websites, their use of the information only 
serves to reaffirm extant negative dispositions. Similar to the ideas put forth by confirmation bias, or even cognitive dissonance 
(Festinger 1957). 
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in downtown Seoul (New York Times 2008). The protest participants not only showed that there 

was widespread discontent with Korean President Lee’s administration, but more importantly, 

the events demonstrated the ability for an extremely large segment of South Korean society to 

effectively mobilize, exchange, and promulgate (misleading) information regarding Mad Cow 

disease via various forms of online media in no time at all14.  

This viral spread of misinformation via online mass media ultimately prompted President 

Lee to warn the Korean Parliament on July 11, 2008, that actions must be taken to prevent 

against such types of “infodemics” in the future, and prompted an administrative response by the 

Korean Government that led to the creation of the controversial Cyber Defamation Law, the new 

government post of chief advisor of communication, and a new government unit for on-line 

communications.  

 However, while evidence suggests that online mass media portrays the activities of the 

government negatively, there is a history of a rather polarized media among Korean newspapers, 

with the three major newspapers –The Chosun Ilbo, The Jung-ang Ilbo, and the Dong-a Ilbo-  

all reputedly having a conservative bias, whereas other newspapers, such as the Han Goryeo, is 

said to possess a pronounced liberal bias. Future research making use of content analysis is 

necessary to infer whether this polarization of media has transferred to online mass media, 

whether online mass media possesses a positive bias, or whether it possesses a negative bias. For 

the purposes of this study, and keeping in mind the examples provided above, a negative bias is 

assumed to exist. 

 

                                                             

14 Research by Shin (2011) found that there were more than 45,000 posts on the popular online community Daum Agora 
expressing discontent with the beef clause of the Korean American Free Trade Agreement, while millions more have read these 
posts. 
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2.2.3 The antecedent of perceived government performance 

Here, this study elaborates upon citizens’ perception of government performance as an 

antecedent to trust in government. In addition, an attempt is made to understand the way 

perceptions of government performance may influence the impact of citizens’ use of e-

government (or online mass media) on the relationship between citizens’ levels of social trust 

and trust in government. To address these points, this study first discusses why perceptions of 

government performance are more relevant to understanding citizens’ trust in government as 

opposed to actual levels of government performance. Furthermore, what is referred to by 

perceptions of performance is also explained. Second, the way in which citizens’ perceptions of 

government performance may influence the relationships of interest to this study are discussed. 

Before addressing the two points it is important to first discuss what performance is in the public 

sector. 

 

2.2.3.1 Understanding government performance 

Halligan and colleagues define performance as an “intentional behavior, which can be individual 

or organizational” (2010:2). This explanation may be further refined: performance in the public 

sector refers to an output or outcome that the public administration entity intended to happen, as 

opposed to something that happened on accident or by chance (Bouckaert and Halligan 2008). In 

keeping with this explanation, perceived intentions play a major role in determining one’s 

evaluation of performance. For example, it would not be realistic to evaluate someone’s 

performance with respect to accidentally obtaining an outcome, because accidental outcomes 

lack the element of intent.  
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 In the public sector, performance is often a tangled business, because the outputs and 

outcomes are difficult to trace back to a particular individual or group (Rainey 1997), and also 

because performance in the public sector is generally of a very intangible nature (van Thiel and 

Leeuw 2002). Accordingly, performance can be a rather vague term that embeds a strong 

arbitrary dimension, given the fact that performance can be made to refer to everything and 

nothing at once (Halachmi 2002). To help reduce the arbitrariness that surrounds the concept of 

performance, Bouckaert and Halligan (2008) proposed evaluating performance according to two 

dimensions: span and depth.  

 The span of performance refers to the various factors that are associated with achieving a 

particular outcome, such as inputs, outputs, processes, outcomes, efficiency, effectiveness, or 

safety. In this research the primary emphasis is placed on citizens’ perceptions of outcomes. 

Previous research related to the Korean context has suggested that citizens’ perceptions of 

government performance are likely to be heavily influenced by their perceptions of the outcomes 

at the expense of the other components of the span of performance (Im 2003). However, it is also 

important to note that citizens’ perceptions of the various components associated with the process 

are difficult to differentiate from their perceptions of the outcomes (Im and Lee 2012). Of the 

two dimensions of span and depth, this research places a greater emphasis on the depth of 

performance, which will be explained in greater detail below.  

2.2.3.2. Perceptions of government performance versus actual government  performance 

as an antecedent to trust in government 

In the extant literature, the antecedent to trust in government that most is often addressed and 

emphasized is government performance (Miller 1974, Yang and Holzer 2006, Christensen and 
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Laegreid 2005). According to the performance hypothesis, in order to foster higher levels of 

citizen trust in government, the government must focus on ensuring efficient and effective 

delivery of public services (Bouckaert et al. 2002). This can be referred to as the performance 

hypothesis on trust in government, as it proposes that the levels of actual government 

performance provide the citizens with the incentive to trust their government (Blind 2006, 

Kikuchi 2007).  This form of reasoning has provided the rationale for several categories of 

reforms, which together fall under the broader new public management agenda. The assumption 

underlying such reforms is that citizens are rational actors who will respond rationally to 

fluctuations in government performance. Therefore, better performance elicits more trust, 

whereas poorer performance elicits more mistrust. 

 However, the causality between actual levels of government performance and the citizens’ 

trust in government has been widely contested for the following interrelated reasons15. First, 

citizens’ perceptions of government performance and actual government performance rarely 

match (Kelly 2002). For example, Swindell and Kelly (2002) discussed two common types of 

errors often committed by citizens in their evaluation of government performance: errors of 

attribution and errors of assessment. Errors of attribution are defined by the authors as when a 

citizen believes that “government is providing a service that it is not providing, or may believe 

government is not providing a service when it is” (2002:612). Errors of assessment refer to the 

situation where citizens attribute the provision of a service to the wrong government actor.  

Bearing in mind the existence of these forms of errors, previous research, which searched for 

relationships between objective measures of government performance and subjective measures 

(the citizens’ satisfaction with public services) has consistently found that there is oftentimes 

                                                             

15 These three reasons are relevant at the macro level of government but not necessarily at the micro and meso levels. 
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little correlation between the two (Brown and Coulter 1983, Kelly and Swindell 2000, 2002, Van 

Ryzin 2007). Following such logic, citizens’ attitudes toward their government are likely to stem 

from factors other than the objective levels of government performance (Kelly and Swindell 

2002, Van de Walle 2004, Kampen et al. 2006). Second, building upon the first point, it is not the 

performance of government that affects citizens’ attitudes, but rather it is their perception of 

performance: “few people report [that] their views of government derive from personal 

experience with it: instead, such attitudes are developed after being informed by the media and 

politicians” (Nye 1997:vi). For example, a study of the criminal justice system in England and 

Wales found that the citizens’ experiences with this particular public service only marginally 

impacted their overall evaluation, which led the author to conclude that citizens’ perceptions of 

performance are more heavily impacted by non experience-based factors, such as personal 

dispositions or information they possess (Van de Walle 2009b). Third, attempts to reform public 

services to enhance their levels of effectiveness and efficiency are sometimes likely to impact 

citizens differently, improving the quality of services for some, but decreasing the quality for 

others (Christensen and Laegreid 2005). For example, adding additional bus stops may provide 

some citizens with easier access to buses, while for others it will result in longer commuting 

times and more crowded rides. As such, if the quality of public services were to improve, 

presumably the levels of trust in government would not uniformly rise, but would instead rise in 

some segments of the population, while falling in other segments of the population, ceteris 

paribus. This makes tying objective levels of performance to citizens’ trust in government 

difficult, if not impossible. Finally, we may also consider the existence of an 'advertisement' 

effect of the attempts to reform government performance, whereby citizens are exposed to 

information pertaining to the reform itself, such as media coverage of congressional hearings that 
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debate the merits of some reform or media advertisements challenging or promoting said reform 

and the performance it seeks to change. Here, in the midst of the media flurry, citizens are given 

the impression that government is undergoing some form of change, irrespective of whether or 

not change is actually occurring.  

 Based on the explanations provided above, in order to better understand the role of 

performance in influencing citizens’ decision to trust their government, rather than assessing how 

objective levels of government performance influence citizens’ trust in government, it is more 

useful to examine citizens’ subjective perceptions of government performance (Bouckaert et al. 

2002, Im et al. 2012). Implicit in the explanation above is that the citizens’ perceptions of 

government performance are likely to be impacted by factors other than by the government 

performance itself. Such factors examined by this study are online mass media use, e-

government use, and social trust, which was explained of as a baseline (a priori) form of trust.  

 

2.2.3.3. Specifying the object of perceptions of performance 

Perception of government performance is a concept that can refer to several things, and here we 

will clarify what this concept involves. As was discussed earlier, the administrative dimension of 

the government can be broken down to three different layers: micro, meso, and macro and, as 

mentioned earlier, this research focuses on the macro level. However, in order to better 

understand what this research considers to be part of government performance, it is useful to also 

outline what this research does not include in its analysis of citizens’ perceptions of government 

performance. To do so, this study must also address perceptions of government performance at 

the micro and meso levels of government, which are very much interrelated. It is important to 
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note that the macro, meso, and micro levels of government performance are used here as a tool in 

providing a more focused explanation of citizens’ perceptions of their government. Citizens are 

not assumed to distinguish between different levels of government in their perceptions of 

performance. 

 Since the micro level of government primarily concerns government officials, perceptions 

of government performance at the micro level are likely to relate to citizens’ assessments of a 

particular aspect of a public service, such as a particular bus route (as opposed to the public 

transportation, which would belong to the meso level). Subsequently, citizens’ perceptions of 

government performance at the micro level will be heavily influenced by citizens’ perceptions of 

the officials who provide the services. Lipsky (1980) went so far as to refer to government 

officials as the “ambassadors of government”. Citizens’ assessments of government officials and 

performance at this level of government are said to be heavily influenced by personal direct 

experiences and personal feelings about the work that the officials themselves are performing, 

and to a lesser extent by the information they obtain regarding public officials from others, such 

as from friends or the media (Im and Lee 2012).  

 At the meso level, citizens’ perceptions of government performance relate to services 

provided by government, such as public transportation. Thus, at the meso level of government, 

the citizens’ perceptions of performance will be heavily influenced by their perceptions of the 

institutions that are providing the services (for example, whether the institution is under criticism 

for corruption or for excessive spending). While at the micro level of government, the actual 

experience/encounter plays a role in shaping opinions of public service performance, at the meso 

level of government, the features of the service provided by the particular institution are said to 
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play a particularly important role (Kampen et al. 2006, Van Ryzin 2007). Two examples are 

provided to clarify this point.  

 First, Kampen and colleagues have found that citizens’ perceptions of the performance of 

public services were heavily influenced by their feelings about the service being provided. In 

particular, citizens tend to evaluate the performance of tax collection agencies negatively, but 

evaluate the performance of agencies providing welfare services positively (Kampen et al. 2006). 

Second, Van Ryzin (2007) has found that citizens typically evaluate public services that are 

easily observable, such as the quality of roads, better than they do public services that are not as 

easily observable, such as the quality of healthcare.  

 As discussed above, perceptions of performance at the micro and meso levels of 

government can be viewed as relatively specific assessments of individual and institutional 

performance, which find their moorings in personal experiences, as well as in the nature of the 

service itself. The common belief that motivates initiating countless administrative reforms is 

that improving citizens’ perceptions of performance at these levels of government will in turn 

spill over into higher levels of satisfaction and trust in government at the macro level of 

government (Heintzman and Mason 2006, Halligan et al. 2010). Put differently, a key antecedent 

of the citizens’ trust and satisfaction with the government at the macro level is (incorrectly) said 

to be found in the citizens’ perceptions of government performance at the micro and meso levels. 

However, while some researchers have argued that this may be true over extended periods of 

time (Christensen and Laegreid 2005), for the three reasons outlined earlier (in 3.1.2.1) 
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performance at the macro level of government can be thought of as more or less distinct from the 

performance at the micro and meso levels of government (Bouckaert et al. 2002)16.  

 Because the macro level of government is concerned with the government in general, the 

citizens’ perceptions of performance at this level of government are also of an abstract nature. 

Subsequently, unlike at the meso or micro levels, perceptions of performance at this level cannot 

be attributed to a single ministry or actor. For example, Bouckaert and colleagues have described 

citizens’ perceptions of macro performance as related to their perceptions of factors such as 

economic growth, unemployment, inflation, or healthcare. All of these features cannot of course 

be attributed to the performance of a single ministry or person, but rather stem from concerted 

efforts across government in general (2002, Bouckaert and Halligan 2008, Halligan et al. 2010). 

A major feature of performance at this level of government, and source of distinction from 

citizens’ perceptions of government performance at the micro and meso levels of government is 

that positive evaluations at this level of government stem from citizens’ belief that the actions of 

the public sector are leading toward the betterment of society, and are therefore heavily 

influenced by citizens’ personal beliefs regarding what is best for their society (Bouckaert et al. 

2002:48). 

 Because this research is concerned primarily with citizens’ perceptions of government 

performance at the macro level of government, we do not directly incorporate factors that may 

play a part in influencing citizens’ perceptions of government performance at the micro or meso 

levels of government, such as personal experiences with public services, or feelings about a 

particular public service. Instead, perceptions of government performance are gauged explicitly 

                                                             

16 Between the three levels of government, while micro and meso levels do possess some influence on citizens’ perceptions of 
government performance at the macro level, this influence is generally viewed as being small.   
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according to citizens’ perceptions that the work of the public sector is moving society in a 

desirable direction (which includes features such as economic growth, low unemployment), and 

subsequently, fulfilling the obligations that are inherent in the fiduciary relationship between 

citizens and their government (Thomas 1998). Finally, implicit in this discussion of macro 

performance is that, in the relationship between perceptions of government performance and 

trust in government, performance assumes a broader meaning than is common in much of the 

public management literature (Van de Walle and Bouckaert 2003), as the relationship  moves 

beyond the more traditional efficiency-effectiveness perspective (which is assessed by the 

competence dimension) that is so common in much of the extant public management literature 

(Rhodes 1994, Vigoda and Yuval 2003), and that often guides public sector reforms that 

endeavor to restore/enhance levels of citizen trust in government (Boyne 2003, Pollitt and 

Bouckaert 2004). Recalling research by Kim (2010), as well as findings of the Edelman trust 

Barometer, there appears to be evidence that suggests that in Korea too, citizens also conceive of 

government performance as being more than simply competence, but rather increasingly 

incorporate additional factors in their decision to evaluate the performance of government. 

Moreover, much of the research that has assessed trust in government within the South Korean 

context consistently demonstrates a strong relationship between trust in government and 

perceptions of government performance (Lee 2003, Kim 2010, Im et al. 2012). 

 Keeping in mind the dimensions of trustworthiness, in addition to the classic efficiency-

effectiveness dimension of performance (Rhodes 1998), the additional component that also bears 

on citizens’ assessments of government performance at the macro level is the moral/ethical 

element, which relates to the integrity and benevolence dimensions of trustworthiness 

(Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994). Throughout the course of this research, government 
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performance and perceptions of government performance will refer to the macro level of 

government, unless otherwise noted. 

 

2.2.3.4 The influence of perceptions of government performance on relationships of interest 

to this research 

The final point to take into consideration before moving on to the conclusion of this chapter is 

how citizens’ perceptions of government performance may serve to impact relationships present 

between their levels of social trust and trust in government, and their use of e-government and 

online mass media. Broadly, two types of impact are possible. First, it is possible for citizens’ 

perceptions of government performance to moderate the relationship between levels of social 

trust and trust in government, such that more positive perceptions of government performance 

serve to strengthen the relationship between citizens’ social trust and trust in government. Second, 

it is also possible for citizens’ perceptions of government performance to mediate the relationship 

between social trust and trust in government such that levels of social trust positively impact 

levels of perceptions of government performance, which in turn positively impact citizens’ levels 

of trust in government. In this research, the latter type of relationship, which pits perceptions of 

government performance as mediating the relationship between social trust and trust in 

government, will be addressed. Two explanations are provided below. 

 First, citizens’ perceptions of government performance are commonly considered to be a 

cause of trust in government, such that more positive perceptions of government performance 

directly lead to higher levels of trust in government (Yang and Holzer 2006). Conversely, among 

the literature assessing antecedents to trust in government it is rare to find studies that suggest 
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that the citizens’ perceptions of government performance have anything other than a direct 

impact on citizens’ trust in government. To this end, while conceptually it may be reasoned that 

citizens’ perceptions of government performance can moderate a relationship between trust in 

government and some third variable (such as social trust), theoretical support from the public 

management literature for such a relationship is sparse. Moreover, as was discussed in a previous 

section, antecedents of citizens’ perceptions of government performance are complex in the sense 

that they are often argued to stem from factors that are not directly related to objective levels of 

performance, but rather some form of predisposition toward government (Van de Walle 2004, 

Van Ryzin 2004), such as social trust. Citizens who are more positively predisposed towards the 

government are likely to possess more positive perceptions of government performance and in 

turn higher levels of trust in government when compared to those with more negative 

predispositions toward their government (Rothstein 2005). These arguments are not uncommon 

in the extant body of public management literature (Bouckaert et al. 2002, Van de Walle and 

Bouckaert 2003, Van de Walle 2004, Kampen et al. 2004, Van Ryzin 2007). 

 Second, of primary interest to this research is the impact of citizens’ use of e-government 

and online mass media on the relationship between social trust and trust in government. 

Including perceptions of government performance as a mediating variable affords this study 

more substantive insight into the way in which citizens’ use of e-government and online mass 

media moderates the relationship between social trust and trust in government as it permits 

moderating effects to be assessed at different points in the process. To this end, it is also 

important at this point to discuss the potential for moderating effects of citizens’ use of e-

government and online mass media on the relationship between citizens’ levels of social trust and 

perceptions of government performance.   
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 An important factor in determining citizens’ perceptions of their government’s 

performance has been argued to be citizens’ use of different information sources, such as online 

mass media or e-government (Nye 1997, Woodly 2009, Grimmelikhuijsen 2011). Indeed, this 

argument is central to many of the transparency initiatives that have been launched in recent 

years, premised on the notion that citizens are simply not aware of how well their government is 

performing (Swindell 2002). Similarly, citizens’ use of different sources of modern media, such 

as online blogs or online newspapers, which are argued to possess a negative bias (Im et al. 

2012), has been suggested to contribute toward the chasm said to exist between citizens’ 

perceptions of government performance and objective levels of government performance 

(Newton 1999). However, this research suggests that the impact of these sources of information 

related to the government does not change directly the citizens’ perceptions of government 

performance, but instead it indicates a moderate a relationship that already exists between 

citizens’ predisposition toward government and trust in government. To explain, previous 

research has suggested that citizens’ perceptions of government performance are firmly based in 

some form of predisposition toward their government, with additional information that is 

obtained via e-government or online mass media only serving to strengthen or weaken said 

relationship (Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer 2012). Similarly, research by Berman (1997) on 

cynical citizens also suggests that citizens’ (cynical) outlook on government plays an important 

role in determining the way in which they process new information about their government, with 

more cynical citizens less likely to respond to information that portrays government in a positive 

light. Berman defines cynicism as, “low trust, specifically a pervasive disbelief in the possibility 

of good in dealing with others” (p. 105): this definition bears a distinct similarity to features 

attributed to individuals who possess lower levels of generalized social trust.  
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  To this end, the strength of the relationship that exists between social trust and perceptions 

of government performance is likely to be influenced by the information citizens consume (cf. 

Rothstein 2005), especially when considering that both online mass media and e-government are 

likely to spend considerable time discussing the performance of their government.  

 Taken together, assessing how perceptions of government performance acts as a mediator 

permits this research to derive a more substantive portrayal of the way in which citizens’ use of 

e-government and online mass media impacts the relationship between social trust and trust in 

government.  

 

2.3 Conclusion 

In this chapter antecedents of trust in government that this research will focus on were outlined, 

which are social trust, perceptions of government performance, and use of e-government and 

online mass media. Social trust was explained as a baseline form of trust premised on a 

generalized expectation that unknown individuals and institutions share a compatible set of 

values. Perceptions of government performance were explained to be citizens’ broad evaluation 

of the general direction they consider the public sector to be moving society in. Here, citizens’ 

evaluations were said to be highly influenced not only by perceptions of public administration’s 

ability, but also by the perceived levels of benevolence and integrity of government’s intended 

actions. Also explained was that citizens’ use of information plays an important role in 

democracies as it serves to empower citizens to make decisions consistent with their best 

interests. However, the problem here is that, given the link between information and attitudes and 

behaviors, government as well as private actors are said to manipulate information for self 
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serving purposes: with respect to government, information is said to be positively biased so as to 

positively impact public opinion, whereas with private actors information is said to be negatively 

biased, so as to attract more readers.   

It is useful to close this chapter by briefly reviewing the proposed relationships presented 

in the discussion above. First, it was explained that social trust represents a generalized positive 

outlook on life that stems from one’s generalized expectation that most people share a similar set 

of values. This generalized perspective was argued to positively influence citizens’ perceptions 

of government performance and trust in government. Regarding citizens’ use of e-government, 

previous research has been interpreted to suggest that the impact of citizens’ use of e-government 

on trust in government is likely to come from its impact on the relationship between citizens’ 

social trust and perceptions of government performance and trust in government. Moreover, the 

impact of citizens’ use of e-government may also serve to influence relationships between social 

trust and perceptions of government performance. Similar relationships are expected from the 

influence of citizens’ use of online mass media, although the impact is often argued to be 

negative.  
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CHAPTER 3. DATA AND VARIABLES 
 

This research assesses e-government as a tool in building trust in government. Previous literature 

in the field of public administration that attempted to tie e-government use to trust in government 

has generally created an incoherent understanding of how e-government, if at all, serves to 

impact trust in government. In its attempt to clarify the relationship between e-government use 

and trust in government, this research suggests that the use of e-government should be assessed 

from the perspective that it impacts the existing relationships between citizens and their 

government, as opposed to creating new ones. Moreover, e-government, as a source of 

information for citizens about the actions of their government, may serve to impact trust in 

government in direct, as well as in indirect ways.  

 The previous chapter has reviewed literature to substantiate on these arguments. As a 

result of the arguments that were visited in the previous chapter, a process in which the use of e-

government may serve to impact trust in government was specified, such that the relationship 

between social trust and trust in government was modified by citizens’ frequency of use of online 

mass media and e-government. Moreover, this relationship was also suggested to be mediated by 

the perceptions of government performance, whereby the citizens’ frequency of use of online 

mass media and e-government would serve to impact the relationship between social trust and 

perceptions of government performance, and in turn would carry over to impact the trust in 

government (because of the existence of a close relationship between perceptions of government 

performance and trust in government). Thus, the dependent variable of this study is trust in 

government, while antecedents, or the independent variables of interest, are social trust, 

perceptions of performance, and frequency of use of online mass media and e-government. 
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Before moving into the quantitative chapter of this research it is helpful to first lay out the 

research design that will guide the empirical investigation in the following chapter.  

 

3.1 Data collection and survey methods 

This research is interested in explaining citizens’ levels of trust in central government in Seoul, 

South Korea. As this study is interested in trust in the Seoul Metropolitan government, the 

population of interest should then be designated as the entire population of Seoul Metropolitan 

City. According to Trochim, research must account for possible differences between the 

theoretical population and the accessible population so17, while the theoretical population 

surveyed is the entire Seoul Metropolitan population, the accessible population will be Seoul 

Metropolitan citizens age 20 and older. We aim to explain the decisions to trust government at 

the level of the individual, meaning that the unit of analysis for this research is the individual 

Seoul citizen age 20 and older, as it s nearly always designated throughout the body of empirical 

research about trust in government (Hetherington 1998, Lee 2003, Li 2004, Van de Walle 2004, 

Cook and Gronke 2005, Job 2005, Mutz 2005, Keele 2007, Kim 2010, Morgeson et al. 2011).  

 To gain insight into citizens’ decision to trust their government and to examine the 

theoretical framework and research questions outlined, this research makes use of survey 

methodology. The survey used in this research will measure key variables outlined in the 

literature review earlier –social trust, government and private online sources of government 

information, perceptions of government performance, trust in government- as well as various 

                                                             

17 Theoretical populations are thought of as the populations we would like to generalize to, whereas accessible populations are 
those which the researcher actually has access to (Trochim 2006). 
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control variables that may also stand to influence relationships of interest in this study, such as 

age, gender, education, income, political affiliation, and satisfaction, for example. 

Explanatory research that makes use of survey methodology is commonly disputed 

because cause and effect are very difficult to establish through this methodology (Abbott 2001). 

Recalling the three criteria for causation, while research using survey methodology is able to 

establish association between a cause and effect, attempts at temporal ordering and ensuring non 

spuriousness when using the survey methodology are dubious (Straits and Singleton 2008). 

Accordingly, some critics of survey research have argued that, although it is often used as a base 

for causal claims, this methodology is primarily descriptive, and offers little insight into the 

proof that necessary and sufficient conditions are being met (Reagan 2000, Abbott 2001). An 

additional criticism of the survey methodology is that surveys in general, and particularly those 

that assess public opinion, often rely on a Likert scale, which may generate biased estimators and 

standard errors when analyzed using multiple regression analysis, as this research does (Russel 

and Bobko 1992). The reason for this is that the Likert scale is not actually continuous, and as 

such results in a loss of information (Owuor 2001). However, research by Owuor and Zumbo has 

demonstrated that biases caused by using data based on Likert scales are most pronounced when 

models only contain two scale points, and noticeably diminishes when there are four scale points 

or more. Despite of its shortcomings, survey methodology is useful in assessing broad sections of 

a given society and identifying broad patterns associated with the occurrence of an event of 

interest. Moreover, as suggested by the research by Owuor and Zumbo, many of the problems 

commonly attributed to survey research can be mitigated if not avoided if one makes use of the 

appropriate analytical tools (Stolzenberg 2003) and also makes sure that one’s sample of the 

population is random (King et al. 1994).  
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The survey instrument used to measure the independent, dependent, and control variables 

was developed based on extant surveys used to address public opinion internationally (World 

Values Survey), as well as in the United States (Citizenship, Involvement and Democracy 

Survey), and in Europe (European Social Survey). In addition, we also took into consideration a 

wide scope of control variables, as well as the idiosyncrasies of South Korea, based on a careful 

review of the literature. All items included were close-ended. Once finished assembling the 

questions, the survey instrument was pilot tested on a group of 180 undergraduate students that 

were mainly majoring in Public or Police Administration. The students spent between 25 and 30 

minutes filling out the survey, then, based on a review of the responses, as well as on discussions 

with those respondents after they completed the survey, all issues related to typos and confusing 

or ambiguous wording were identified and corrected. Following this first pilot test, a follow up 

pilot test was conducted on a smaller group of 13 public administration graduate school students 

at Seoul National University, which aimed to ensure that any problems related to lack of clarity 

were resolved. The time spent filling-out these surveys ranged from 25 to 35 minutes. 

Surveys were primarily administered online, but for older respondents, who were 

considered less likely to have access to the Internet or a computer (60+ years of age), several 

interviewers visited the respondents’ homes and conducted structured interviews. The online 

survey was administered by macromil embrain (www.embrain.co.kr), while the face-to-face 

interviews were conducted by ‘research lab’. The survey was administered between May 25th 

2012, and June 21st 201218. A major concern with online surveying is that the researcher has little 

control over administering the survey, because various forms of error are possible as respondents 

                                                             
18 The face to face interviews were conducted from May 25th to June 19th, while the online surveys were conducted from June 

13th to June 21st. 
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go through the survey. Yet another criticism of online surveys is that they do not reflect the entire 

target population, but instead are biased toward those who are more active online. These issues 

were addressed in two ways: through filtering and stratified random sampling methods.  

A sampling frame of 1,100, which constitutes 0.01% of the entire Seoul population, was 

created to reflect the population on parameters of location, gender, and age. Based on this 

sampling frame, we used stratified random sampling: first, their Seoul administrative district, 

then each district population was partitioned into six groups, according to age, 20-29, 30-39, 40-

49, 50-59, 60-69, 70+, and finally, within each age group, respondents were selected according to 

gender. The respondents were selected from a preexisting panel of possible respondents 

representative of the population of Seoul at large. This panel consists of a total of 21,419 

possible respondents: Embrain sent them emails to to recruit possible survey respondents and of 

4,163 responded to the email and attempted to complete the online survey. Among the surveys 

filled-out online, a total of 1,332 were usable: they were complete and matched the sampling 

frame and the rest were discarded (135 respondents fell outside of the sampling parameters of 

age, gender, or location, 2,143 respondents successfully completed the survey but these results 

were returned after the initial quota of 1,332 completed surveys had been returned, and 553 

respondents attempted the survey but did not complete it19).  The usable 1,332 surveys were 

then assessed to ensure that responses were sincere in two steps: first, we looked at the time 

taken by respondents to complete the survey and, if the time taken was equal to or less than five 

percent of the allotted time, which would mean they completed the survey in one minute and 

twenty five seconds20, those surveys were discarded. Then, surveys were reviewed to ensure that 

                                                             
19 Among the reasons for not completing the survey, respondents said that the survey was difficult to understand, or it took too 
long to complete. 
20 The average length of time taken to complete the survey was 25 minutes. 
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respondents did not mark the entire survey or multiple sections with a single response, for 

example all '1' or all '5', surveys completed this way were discarded. Following these two steps, 

the number of remaining surveys administered online were 898. We then addressed the 

population over 60, where face to face interviews were conducted: 202 face to face interviews 

were conducted, which now brought the total sample size for this study to 1,100.  

The resulting sample is representative of the population on parameters of age, location, 

and gender, and the sample represents 0.01% of the population of Seoul. Additionally, due to 

concerns that the sample may over-represent respondents with higher levels of income, we also 

checked to how the sample compared to the population on these parameters. From the sample of 

1,100 respondents, surveys were checked again to make sure that there were no further errors in 

the surveys - this was done for 15 days. Online surveys as well as those administered face to face 

were checked for patterns in responses. Among the online surveys, of the 898 usable surveys, 94 

were discarded as patterns were found, leaving a total of 804 surveys. Among the face to face 

surveys, of the 202 99 were discarded due to patterns, leaving 103 usable surveys. Thus, from a 

total of 1,100 possibly usable surveys, we obtained a sample of 907 that meet all criteria. 
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[Table 5] Sample and population characteristics 

                
Age 
   Gu 

Gender 20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70+ 
Total 

by 
Gender 

Total 
sample by 

Gu 

Jongno 
Male 2 2 2 2 1 1 10 

20 
Female 2 2 2 2 1 1 10 

Jung 
Male 2 2 2 1 1 1 9 

15 
Female 1 1 1 1 1 1 6 

Yongsan 
Male 2 3 3 2 1 1 12 

27 
Female 3 3 3 2 2 2 15 

Seongdong 
Male 3 4 4 3 2 1 17 

34 
Female 3 4 3 3 2 2 17 

Gwangjin 
Male 5 4 4 4 2 1 20 

41 
Female 5 4 4 4 2 2 21 

Dongdaemun 
Male 4 4 4 4 2 2 20 

40 
Female 4 4 4 4 2 2 20 

Jungang 
Male 5 5 5 5 2 1 23 

47 
Female 5 4 5 5 3 2 24 

Seongbuk 
Male 5 6 5 4 3 2 25 

51 
Female 5 5 5 5 3 3 26 

Gangbuk 
Male 4 4 4 3 2 2 19 

40 
Female 4 4 4 4 3 2 21 

Dobong 
Male 4 4 4 4 2 1 19 

39 
Female 4 4 4 4 2 2 20 

Nowon 
Male 7 6 7 6 3 2 31 

62 
Female 6 6 7 6 3 3 31 

Eunpyeong 
Male 5 6 5 5 3 2 26 

53 
Female 5 6 5 5 3 3 27 

Seodaemun 
Male 4 3 3 3 2 1 16 

33 
Female 4 3 3 3 2 2 17 

Mapo 
Male 4 5 4 3 2 1 19 

41 
Female 5 5 4 4 2 2 22 

Yangcheon 
Male 6 5 6 5 2 1 25 

50 
Female 5 5 6 5 2 2 25 

Gangseo 
Male 6 7 6 6 3 2 30 

61 
Female 6 7 6 6 3 3 31 

Guro 
Male 5 6 5 4 3 1 24 

46 
Female 4 5 4 4 3 2 22 

Geumcheon 
Male 3 3 3 3 1 1 14 

28 
Female 3 3 3 3 1 1 14 

Yeongdeungpo 
Male 4 5 4 4 2 2 21 

42 
Female 4 5 4 4 2 2 21 

Dongjak 
Male 5 5 4 4 2 2 22 

45 
Female 5 5 4 4 3 2 23 

Gwanak 
Male 7 8 5 4 3 2 29 

57 
Female 7 6 5 5 3 2 28 

Seocho 
Male 5 5 5 4 2 1 22 

45 
Female 5 5 5 4 2 2 23 

Gangnam 
Male 6 6 6 5 3 2 28 

60 
Female 7 7 7 6 3 2 32 

Songpa 
Male 8 8 7 7 3 2 35 

72 
Female 8 8 8 7 3 3 37 

Gangdong 
Male 6 6 5 5 3 1 26 

51 
Female 5 5 5 5 3 2 25 

Total 
Total by 

Age 
232 238 224 205 114 88 1,100  

 

  



75 

3.2 Measures and variables 

Throughout the literature review, an explanation of the concepts this research will investigate 

was provided. The measurements that will be explained below are derived from the explanations 

provided in the literature review. 

3.2.1 Measure of trust in government 

The most prevalent approaches to measuring citizens’ trust in government can be categorized 

into two general streams (Van de Walle 2004).  

The first stream is based on the American National Election Studies Survey (NES), which 

was developed at the University of Michigan. In this stream, trust and distrust are measured 

using a single five-item index, which consists of the following five questions, which are scored 

using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1, ‘not at all’ to 5, ‘very much’:   

· How much of the time do you think you can trust the government in Washington to do 

what is right?  

· Would you say the government is pretty much run by a few big interests looking out for 

themselves, or that it is run for the benefit of all the people? 

· Do you think that people in the government waste a lot of money we pay in taxes, waste 

some of it or don’t waste very much of it?   

· Do you feel that almost all of the people running government are smart people who 

usually know what they are doing, or do you think that quite a few of them don’t seem to 

know what they are doing? 

· Do you think that quite a few of the people running the government are a little crooked, 

not very many are, or do you think hardly any of them are crooked at all? 
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This index of questions, which was first used in 1948, is perhaps most prevalent in 

research that originates from the United States and has also made an impact of measuring trust in 

government in many Asian contexts. Yet, in spite of its being so common, this index is said by 

many to be seriously flawed as it confounds various forms of trust (Mishler and Rose 1997). To 

explain, this index contains questions that address political trust, trust in the administration 

(regime), cognitive based trust, and affective based trust. Moreover, others have also argued that 

this index is meant to measure distrust and trust in government using the same questions, despite 

their conceptual distinctiveness (Cook and Gronke 2005). Additionally, the response scale is not 

appropriate for distinguishing between the two constructs: a score of 1 for example, cannot 

distinguish between ambivalence toward government and actual distrust. Thus, while the NES 

survey is widespread in extant trust in government research, it is conceptually very weak and 

does not offer meaningful insight into what citizens are referring to when they indicate how 

much they trust their government.  

The second stream of research is based on the institution-based approach, and is more 

common in Europe as it is used in the Eurobarometer survey and the European Social Values 

survey. This method of measuring trust is premised on two items. The first item asks respondents, 

“How much do you trust the (national government) to do what is right? Do you trust it just about 

always, most of the time, only some of the time, or never?” and the second item asks, “I would 

like to ask you a question about how much trust you have in certain institutions. For each of the 

following institutions, please tell me if you tend to trust it or tend not to trust it”, with this item 

being following by a list of various government and social institutions (GESIS 2012). Here, the 

citizens’ trust in government is in part treated as an aggregation of their trust in the government’s 

constituent elements. However, this approach is very misleading, because it presupposes that the 
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citizens’ perceptions of their government are additive. If citizens trust the police, the ministry of 

defense and the national bank they will not also necessarily trust their government in a more 

abstract sense (Van de Walle and Bouckaert 2003). Therefore, like the NES questions, this 

second approach is also conceptually weak as it confounds more distinctive forms of trust, which 

are found at the micro and meso levels of government, with the macro level conceptualizations 

of government.  

Given the conceptual weakness of current measures of citizens’ trust in government, this 

study adopts a different approach to measuring citizens’ trust in government, with the express 

intention of ensuring that this measure possesses greater conceptual consistency. At this point, it 

is useful to recall that in this study, citizens’ trust in government considers government as a 

macro level political and administrative construct.  

When evaluating citizens’ trust in their government, one may do so through a lens of 

trustworthiness: to what extent do the citizens’ perceive the particular aspect of government that 

this study deals with as being trustworthy? Mayer et al. (1995) explained that trustworthiness 

means the perception of an object's ability, competence, and benevolence, which subsequently 

serves to ‘inspire’ trust. Similarly, McKnight et al. (2002b) state that trustworthiness, “are the 

trustor’s perception that the trustee possesses characteristics that would benefit the trustor” (p. 

303). To this end, when citizens decide to trust their government, this decision is essentially a 

reflection of the extent to which they view their government as being trustworthy. Earlier in this 

research we provided the definitions of these three dimensions, which are repeated below, now 

indicating however, how they may be may be expressed in several different ways:  

· Competence: ‘that group of skills, competencies, and characteristics that enable a party to 

have influence within some specific domain’. 
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· Benevolence: ‘the extent to which a trustee is believed to want to do good to the trustor 

aside from an egocentric profit motive’. For example, the benevolence of government 

may suggest that the government is concerned about the happiness of citizens, or operates 

in the best interests of all citizens. 

· Integrity: ‘involves the trustor’s perception that the trustee adheres to a set of principles 

that the trustor finds acceptable’. For example, integrity could suggest that the 

government intends to do what it says and/or that it is fair in its dealing with citizens 

Given the various ways in which these three dimensions of trustworthiness may manifest 

themselves, we used multiple items for each dimension. Specifically, these three dimensions 

were measured via thirteen items21, five which addressed the competence dimension, four which 

addressed the benevolence dimension, and five which addressed the integrity dimension. All 

responses were measured on a five point Likert scale, where a score of 5 indicated that 

respondents strongly agreed and a score of one indicated that respondents strongly disagreed. 

The Cronbach alpha, which is used to measure the internal reliability of this thirteen question 

composite measure of trust in government is 0.954. The questions are outlined below in Table 6.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
21 These items are modified according to the research done by Grimmelikhuijsen (2012). 
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[Table 6] Items used to measure trust in government 

Item Competence Benevolence Integrity 

1 
Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government is 

competent. 

Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government tries 

to help citizens. 

Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government is 

sincere. 

2 
Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government 

works efficiently. 

Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government 

keeps the best interest of 

citizens in mind. 

Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government is 

honest. 

3 
Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government is 

skillful. 

Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government 

cares about citizens’ happiness. 

Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government is 

not corrupt. 

4 
Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government is 

professional. 

 

Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government is 

fair. 

5 

Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government does 

a good job in carrying out its 

responsibilities. 

 

Generally, the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government 

keeps its promises. 

 

3.2.2 Measure of perceptions of macro government performance 

This study is interested in assessing the effect of citizens’ use of e-government and online mass 

media on citizens’ trust in government. Additionally, this study also assesses the role of 

perceptions of macro performance, as opposed to micro or meso performance, in determining the 

effect of citizens’ use of online mass media and e-government on trust in government.  

Measuring citizens’ perceptions of government performance is difficult. Two 

explanations are provided. First, it is difficult to measure citizens’ perceptions of government 

performance due to gaps in popular knowledge regarding just what the government is doing. 

Second, citizens lack awareness regarding just what the government is responsible for (Kelly and 

Swindell 2000). Given the subjective mooring of citizens’ perceptions of government 
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performance, factors that contribute to said perceptions are likely to be diverse and inconsistent, 

varying from individual to individual, as well as from group to group. Second, citizens’ 

perceptions of government performance are often influenced by their personal feelings toward a 

service, ministry, or government in a more abstract sense (Kampen et al 2006). For example, a 

less wealthy citizen may feel positively about the performance of a welfare agency, whereas a 

wealthier citizen may feel more negatively about the performance of the agency, despite neither 

one of them having any firsthand knowledge about that welfare agency. To this end, perceptions 

of government performance are likely to be heavily influenced by a variety of citizens’ personal 

experiences, as well as by socio-economic characteristics. This being the case, any attempt to 

create a method of systematically measuring citizens’ perceptions of government performance, at 

any level of government, is problematic.  

Further, while perceptions of government performance are difficult to pin down, 

government performance in itself is no less complex. Government is very large and is charged 

with executing a number of tasks, many of which conflict with each other (Perry and Rainey 

1988). As an extension of this point, it is very difficult to delineate where the government begins 

and the private or non government sectors begin (Van de Walle 2009). Some of this ambiguity 

with respect to boundaries of the public sector may be related to the value basis that dictates 

what work is to be done by government, as well as the processes that are responsible for carrying 

out such objectives (Larson 1997): values will shift over time, which implies that government 

performance, over time will also shift. To this end, measurement of government performance is 

problematic from a conceptual point of view, simply because the concept of government is an 

ambiguous one (Bouckaert and Peters 2002). 
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In this study we tried to reduce some of the conceptual ambiguity related to government 

by focusing in particular on the macro and administrative dimensions of government, as was 

explained in greater detail in the literature review. Macro administrative performance is generally 

said to reflect the extent to which government performance improves the life of, or benefits the 

citizens, and consists of the dimensions related to citizens’ security, health, wealth, and overall 

happiness (Bouckaert et al. 2002). These factors cannot solely be attributed to a single actor in 

the public sector, but instead must reflect the overall performance of the various actors within 

government. As such, macro administrative performance is a concept that intends to assess how 

citizens perceive the work of the public sector in aggregate as influencing their wellbeing. There 

are a variety of ways in which one might attempt to measure the extent to which citizens view 

the performance of their government as making them more secure, healthier, wealthier, and 

happier, and they range from more specific in nature to more general. Currently, despite various 

theoretical discussions of macro administrative performance (i.e. Bouckaert et al. 2002, Halligan 

et al. 2010) a validated and agreed upon method of measuring citizens’ perceptions of 

government performance with respect to the macro administrative dimension has not been 

established. Therefore, this study chose to use a more general assessment method for the macro 

administrative performance, which is based on the four dimensions of security, health, wealth ad 

happiness outlined above. Future research would do well in uncovering additional dimensions to 

assess any citizens’ perceptions of government performance that go beyond those outlined here, 

as well as attempting to make them more concrete and specific. 

Based on the four dimensions of macro administrative performance used in this study, the 

citizens’ perceptions of government macro performance were measured using six items. The 
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Cronbach’s alpha for these six items was 0.902. Table 7 outlines the items that we used to 

measure the perceptions of macro performance.  

[Table 7] Perceptions of Macro Performance 

Item Measures 

1 Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work benefits the citizens of Seoul. 

2 Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work benefits me, personally. 

3 Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work makes citizens happier. 

4 Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work makes citizens wealthier. 

5 Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work makes citizens safer. 

6 Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work permits us to live in a healthier environment. 

 

 

3.2.3 Measure of social trust 

Social trust is a concept that has received a great deal of attention due to increased interest in 

social capital among researchers in the social sciences (Rothstein 2005), as well as the countless 

positive consequences the concept is associated with (Putnam 2000, Fukuyama 1995, 2001), and 

we explain social trust as a baseline form of trust, which most scholars on the subject equate to a 

general disposition towards life (Uslaner 2002, Delhey and Netwon 2003, Rothstein 2005, 

Rothstein and Uslaner 2005, Uslaner 2008). The origins of social trust are commonly attributed 

to the context in which one was brought up (see Uslaner 2008), as well as to particular traits of 

the individual, such as education or income (Delhey and Newton 2003). One of the most 

common measures of social trust, initially used in the World Values Survey, is a single item 

asking respondents whether they agree or disagree with the statement, “In general, do you think 

most people can be trusted?” (Inglehart et al. 2004). Previous research has argued that this single 

item measure is closely correlated to behaviors associated with levels of high social trust, and is 
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therefore suitable as an indicator (Bjornskov 2008). In addition to the World Values Survey, the 

European Social Survey (ESS) and the United States' Citizenship, Involvement and Democracy 

Survey (CID) also use a measure of social trust that is often used in the social sciences but, 

unlike the World Values Survey measure of social trust, the ESS and CID make use of three 

items to measure social trust (referred to as the Rosenberg Trust Scale) which are measured on an 

eleven point Likert scale: 

· “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or that you can’t be 

too careful in dealing with people?” ('can’t be too careful' can be replaced by 'wary' or 

'suspicious'); 

· “Do you think that most people would try to take advantage of you if they go the chance 

or would they try to be fair?” ('take advantage of' can be replaced with 'exploit' or 'cheat'); 

· “Would you say that most of the time people try to be helpful or are they mostly looking 

out for themselves?” (here the intention is self-interested behavior); 

 Research by Zmerli and Newton into the reliability and validity of social trust measures 

across different contexts has suggested that, while the single item measure and the three item 

Rosenberg Trust Scale were both reasonably reliable measures of trust, the three item Rosenberg 

trust scale, which used an 11 point scale, proved to be the most reliable, and these authors further, 

suggested that while 11 point scale is useful in preventing the loss of information often 

associated with use of the Likert Scale, the different impact on reliability between a 4 point scale 

and an 11 point one is very small.  

In light of the discussion above, our research measures social trust using five items, 

which were measured according to a 5 point Likert scale. We used five questions instead of the 

standard three because two of the three Rosenberg items listed above consist of two propositions. 
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The Cronbach alpha for social trust was 0.610, which, although low, can be considered as 

acceptable (Walker et al. 2010). Table 8 outlines the items we used to measure social trust.  

[Table 8] Items used to measure social trust 

Item Measures 

1 Generally, most people can be trusted. 

2 Generally, you can’t be too careful in dealing with others. (reversed) 

3 Generally, most people will take advantage if given the chance. 

4 Generally, most people try to be fair. 

5 Generally, most people only look out for themselves. (reversed) 

 

3.2.4 Measure of citizens’ use of e-government and online mass media  

To a large extent, the functioning of a democracy is contingent on the extent to which citizens 

possess factual information regarding their government’s performance. Over the course of the 

past decade, citizens and governments have been presented with new technologies that may serve 

to enhance the extent to which the citizens are informed regarding the activities of their 

government, and this research is concerned with assessing the implications stemming from such 

changes: to do that, we assessed how citizens’ use of e-government influences the relationship 

between citizens’ levels of social trust and their trust in government, and then compared this 

impact to that coming from the citizens’ use of online mass media. 

 E-government is a topic that has received a lot of attention in the past decade and a half 

and for that reason has evolved into a rather expansive concept (Yildiz 2007): broadly, it can be 

thought of as encompassing two main functions, the first being the delivery of information and 

the second being the delivery of services. Additionally, e-government is said to provide citizens 

with greater information about their government and to provide citizens with more public 
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services in a way that solicits greater citizen interaction and participation than in the past 

(Chadwick and May 2003). This study has been designed to focus on the implications stemming 

from e-government as a channel for the delivery of information and does not address the effects 

stemming from the citizens’ use of e-government for public services.  

Regarding e-government as a medium for the delivery of information, one may propose a 

variety of measures that intend to pick up on the citizens’ frequency of using this as a source, as 

well as on the citizens’ use of e-government to interact with their government in exchanging 

information: it is helpful to consider the extent to which citizens have e-government channels 

available as a means of interacting with their government. To explain: several e-government 

studies organize the evolution of e-government into a series of stages (Layne and Lee 2001, 

Andersen and Hendriksen 2006, Brewer et al. 2006) and, while there are some differences among 

the models regarding the number of stages and specific features of each stage, these differences 

are more pronounced in the later stages of development than they are in the earlier stages of 

development, perhaps because, while the initial stages can be found often, the latter stages have 

yet to be achieved and therefore require more speculation (Chadwick and May 2003). In general 

terms, the models of e-government describe an evolutionary trajectory that moves from an 

introductory phase, marked by a one-directional flow of information that relates to specific 

services and aspects of government from government to citizens, to an intermediate phase, 

marked by a bi-directional (interactive) flow of information between citizens and their 

government that relates to specific aspects of government, and finally to more advanced phases, 

which are marked by an advanced, fully integrated one-stop web portal for citizens (Layne and 

Lee 2001). Much of the extant literature agrees that e-government has fallen short of the more 

advanced stages of development, and remains in practice a tool for enhancing one-directional 
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information exchange (Moon 2002, Brewer et al. 2006). To this end, while e-government can be 

measured according to the extent to which its use by citizens is a means of acquiring information 

about their government and of interacting with their government, the previous literature suggests 

that the citizens’ ability to use e-government as a means of interacting with government is rather 

limited, and that in practice their use of e-government is much more focused on information 

acquisition (Reddick 2004). 

Previous measures of e-government, whether those studies assess the impact of e-

government, as a means of providing public service or information, tend to rely on similar 

measures when assessing citizens’ use of e-government, and are outlined in Table 9.  
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[Table 9] Measures of citizens’ use of e-government 

Study Item wording Response scale Data source 

Tolbert and Mossberger 
(2006) 

“The primary explanatory (independent) 
variable measures whether the 

respondent visited the website of a 
government or government agency. 

Separate questions measure exposure to 
federal, state, and local e-government 

Web sites.” (p. 359) 

“Each of the three 
explanatory variables 

was coded 1 if the 
respondent had used 

that type of 
government website 
and 0 otherwise.” (p. 

359) 

Pew Internet and 
American Life 
Project Survey 

Morgeson, Van 
Amburg, and Mithas 

(2011) 

“Did your experience with (the) 
(AGENCY/DEPARTMENT) in the 

past year involve using its Web site, 
communicating via e-mail with agency 

personnel, 

talking with agency personnel by 
telephone, receiving printed materials or 

brochures 

by mail, visiting the agency’s site or 
office, or receiving a check or a benefit? 

If you contacted 

the agency more than once or using 
more than one of these methods, please 

indicate 

how your most recent interaction was 
conducted.” (p. 278) 

“1 Web site 

2 E-mail 

3 Phone contact 

4 Receiving printed 
materials or brochures 

5 Visiting agency site 
or office 

6 Receiving a check or 
a benefit 

7 Other (SPECIFY)” 
(p. 298) 

American 
Customer 

Satisfaction Index 
Survey 

Goldfinch, Gauld, and 
Herbison (2009) 

“Have you ever visited a federal 
government 

website? (if they ask for clarification 

you could say ‘such as the tax or 

health department’).” (p.350) 

“c. Yes 

d. No. If ‘no’ go to 
question 11. 

i. If yes, have you 
done so 

a. In the last week 

b. In the last month 

c. In the last few 
months” (p. 350) 

Survey conducted 
by Authors 

Welch, Hinnant, and 
Moon (2005) 

“How often would you say you visit a 
government Web site” (p. 388) 

“very regularly (4), 
fairly 

regularly, occasionally, 
or rarely (1)?” (p. 388) 

Council of 
Excellence in 
Government 
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As is illustrated in Table 9 above, the citizens’ use of e-government is most commonly 

measured according to whether a citizen has used e-government within a predetermined period 

of time, and some studies inquire into the frequency of use or access. These measures are 

interesting to note in that, despite being highly cited, the studies related to the citizens’ use of e-

government, they appear to be rather weak when it comes to the measurement of e-government. 

This argument is particularly pronounced when taking into consideration the response scales, 

which in many instances are binary yes/no responses: such a method of response is not desirable 

because it sacrifices a great deal of information by compiling all of the various types of yes and 

no responses into two distinct responses. In addition to problematic response scales, the phrasing 

of items used to measure e-government is vague, in the sense that it cannot be distinguished what 

the citizens are using e-government for: are citizens using e-government to learn about policies, 

to make suggestions, or to obtain tax forms? It is conceivable that the citizens’ use of e-

government for different purposes may influence their perceptions of government performance 

and their levels of trust in government differently, yet nevertheless, it is still common practice to 

measure citizens’ ‘use of  e-government’ in aggregate, as opposed to citizens’ use of e-

government for specific purposes. 

This study also assesses the impact of citizens’ use of online mass media on the 

relationship between social trust and trust in government. Due to the brisk evolution of 

information and communication technologies, a rapid diversification of the mass media, 

particularly the online media also took place: these sources of information encapsulate a myriad 

of differing viewpoints (Woodly 2009) and present citizens with the ability to be exposed to new 

information that may also serve to influence the way in which they view their government. 

Nevertheless, despite the great changes that have occurred with respect to the diversification of 
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mass media, the implications of this trend for government has escaped assessment by the field of 

public administration. Thus, similar to e-government, online mass media can be seen as an 

important means for citizens to inform themselves regarding the activities and performance of 

their government, but from a theoretical perspective it is also important to point out that online 

mass media as a method of informing citizens about their government differs from e-government 

because it lacks the interactive dimension that e-government has: online mass media does not 

permit citizens any degree of interaction with their government, whereas e-government, from a 

theoretical perspective, does. As a result, it may be argued that citizens’ use of e-government and 

citizens’ use of online mass media will impact citizens’ perceptions of government performance 

and trust in government differently, as these sources of information are said to possess important 

qualitative differences. However, recalling the discussion of different phases of e-government, 

this distinction that exists between online mass media and e-government may exist more in a 

theoretical sense than it does in a practical sense, given that extensive assessments of 

government applications of e-government all turn back the same findings: governments tend to 

use e-government more as a means of spreading information to citizens than as a means of 

soliciting greater meaningful interaction from them (Moon 2002, West 2004, Norris and Moon 

2005). For this reason, in terms of qualitative differences between e-government and online mass 

media, the interactive dimension that has been proposed to exist with respect to e-government is 

not directly accounted for.    

Given the explanations above, in this study we address the citizens’ frequency of use of e-

government and online mass media. With respect to different online sources of government 

information, an attempt was made to include sources that are held in common by both online 

mass media and e-government. Nevertheless, there are some sources that government possesses 
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that private media does not, and visa versa. For the government, these include gu22 websites and 

service (e-government) websites. For private sources, we used web portals such as Naver.com, as 

well as online news sites, such as ohmynews.com.  

For this study we created composite metrics for the citizens’ dependency on the items 

listed in the previous paragraph for information related to their government, which measure the 

citizens’ use of government and private sources of online government information. The 

respondents were asked to what extent they make use of each of the different sources for 

information about their government, and they rated their use on a scale of 0 (do not use at all) to 

6 (heavily use). Respondents were also given the option to include multiple '6s', if they relied 

heavily on more than one source. The three online mass media and e-government sources are 

listed below in Table 10. The Cronbach alpha for citizens’ use of government sources of online 

information was 0.855. 

[Table 10] Online government information 

 Government sources of online 
government information 

Private sources of online 
government information 

1 
Seoul Metropolitan Government blog 

site 
Private blogs 

2 A Gu website Web portals, such as naver or daum 

3 
Service web portal for the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government website 
Online news websites such as 

ohmynews 

 

Also important to note here is that what these items measure is not the actual use of e-

government and online mass media, but rather the perceived use of e-government and online 

mass media. To this end, there may be some debate over whether the citizens’ perceived use of 

                                                             
22 Korean term for an administrative division within a city, equivalent with 'borough'. 
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online mass media and e-government is an accurate method of assessing their use of the 

information coming from these sources. At present there are not well developed and easily 

accessible ways of objectively measuring citizens’ use of e-government and online mass media, 

and therefore this study was forced to rely on perceived use. 

3.2.1 Discriminant validity of measures used in this study 

A correlation matrix illustrates the extent to which the variables of interest to this study are 

associated with one another. 

[Table 11] Correlations among key variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Trust in 
government 

1     

2. Perceptions of 
government 
performance 

0.799** 1    

3. Social trust 0.219** 0.271** 1   

4. E-government 0.065 0.065 0.013 1  

5. Online mass 
media 

0.116** 0.050 -0.078* 0.559** 1 

*p<0.05, **p<0.01 

As illustrated in the correlation table above, some of the concepts studied in this research 

could have been seen by respondents as having some degree of conceptual overlap, therefore the 

possibility exists that survey respondents did not distinguish between these concepts and instead 

considered them to be the same, if not a very similar thing. Referring to the correlation table 

above, the particular variables of concern are the perceptions of government performance and 

trust in government, and the citizens’ use of e-government and that of online mass media. To 

assess whether respondents viewed the concepts in this study as the same concept, or 



92 

distinguished between them, an exploratory factor analysis using promax rotation can be used. 

The results are below: loadings with values below 0.40 were not included in the table. 

The exploratory factor analysis suggested that the items used to measure the highly 

correlated composite variables of trust in government and perceptions of government 

performance load onto distinct components, which gave us reason to believe that these two 

concepts are distinct themselves. However, the citizens’ perceived frequency of use of online 

mass media and e-government are found to load onto a common factor suggesting that there is 

low discriminant validity between these terms. In terms of the items used to assess e-government 

and online mass media, there is little possibility for confusion over the distinctiveness of these 

terms from each other: the reason the these items are so closely related to each other may deal 

with the medium that is used to access these sources, the Internet, or the fact that all of the items 

used to measure citizens’ frequency of use of e-government and use of online mass media focus 

on a similar type of information. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



93 

[Table 12] Exploratory factor analysis 

Concept Measures 

Component 
1 

Component 
2 

Component 
3 

Component 
4 

Factor 
loading 

Factor 
loading 

Factor 
loading 

Factor 
loading 

Trust in 
Government 

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 

is competent.    0.532 

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
works efficiently. 

   0.414 

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
is skillful. 

   0.782 

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
is professional. 

   0.810 

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
does a good job in carrying out its 
responsibilities. 

0.486    

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
cares about citizens’ happiness. 

0.569    

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
keeps its citizens’ best interests in mind. 

0.584    

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
works to help citizens. 

0.842    

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
is sincere. 

0.863    

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
is not corrupt. 

0.996    

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
is fair. 

1.012    

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
keeps its promises. 

0.948    

Generally, the Seoul Metropolitan Government 
is honest. 

0.802    

Perceptions 

Performance 

Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work 
benefits the citizens of Seoul. 

 0.601   

Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work 
benefits me, personally. 

 0.659   

Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work makes 
citizens happier. 

 0.588   

Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work makes 
citizens wealthier. 

 0.608   

Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work makes 
citizens safer. 

 0.716   

Seoul Metropolitan Government’s work permits 
us to live in a healthier environment. 

 0.723   

Frequency of 
use of e-

government  

Government blogs   0.790  

Gu website   0.805  

Service web portals   0.818  

Frequency of 
use of online 
mass media 

Private blogs   0.708  

Web portals   0.674  

Online news   0.669  
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3.3 Concluding remarks 

This chapter has described the data collection methods and measures that will be used in the 

following empirical analysis chapter. The data was collected using survey methodology, which is 

common for research in the social sciences that attempts to gain insight into public opinion. 

Measures used for the major variables in this study are based on previous theoretical and 

empirical work, as well as various national, regional and international surveys. Tests of the 

validity of the variables used in this study suggest that the measures are accurate in measuring 

what they intend to.  
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CHAPTER 4. ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

This chapter will assess empirically the impact of citizens’ use of e-government and online mass 

media on relationships between social trust, perceptions of government performance and trust in 

government. This chapter consists of four sections. The first section explains mediated 

moderation and provides an explanation of why this method is appropriate for examining the 

research questions addressed by this research. The second introduces and discusses the variables 

that will be used for the analysis. The third discusses how the analysis was conducted and the 

results. The fourth section goes over the conclusions. 

4.1 Mediated moderation and its relevance to this study’s research questions 

It is best to begin this section by briefly defining the terms mediation and moderation. Preacher 

et al. (2007: 186) explain that “mediation, or an indirect effect, is said to occur when the causal 

effect of an independent variable (X) on a dependent variable (Y) is transmitted by a mediator 

(M). As such, mediation is concerned with assessing how certain levels of a dependent variable 

are produced (Muller 2005:852) and can therefore be used to gain insight into the processes 

responsible for generating a certain value of a dependent variable (Fairchild and MacKinnon 

2009). Moderation “is a qualitative or quantitative variable that affects the direction and/or 

strength of the relation between an independent or predictor variable and a dependent criterion 

variable” (Baron and Kenny 1986:1174). To this end, moderation analysis can be viewed as an 

assessment of how differences between cases impact the strength of the relationship between an 

independent and dependent variable (Whisman and McClelland 2005). Moderation and 

mediation analysis can be combined in order to provide insight into (1) how a certain causal 

process varies according to different levels of an additional variable, or (2) the processes that 

underlie a moderated relationship.  
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Combining mediation and moderation analyses yields moderated mediation and mediated 

moderation methods of analysis. Muller et al. (2005) explain that, moderated mediation is used 

when a researcher is interesting in understanding whether mediation differs according to the 

presence and levels of a moderator variable: the authors clarify this statement by pointing out 

that “what varies as a function of the moderator is not the magnitude of the overall treatment 

effect on the outcome but the mediating process that produces it” (p. 854). Morgan-Lopez and 

MacKinnon explain that “mediated moderation occurs when the interaction between two 

variables affects a mediator, which then affects the dependent variable” (2006:77). With 

mediated moderation, emphasis is placed on answering the question of “What is the process 

through which that overall moderated treatment effect is produced” (Muller et al. 2005: 853). 

Given these explanations of mediated moderation and moderated mediation, which is most 

appropriate for the purposes of this research? 

Within the body of research that tries to tie citizens’ use of e-government to levels of trust 

in government, there have been few attempts to uncover the processes (relationships) that link 

these two concepts. For example, rather than assessing how citizens’ use of e-government serves 

to affect the relationship between variables commonly tied to trust in government, such as 

perceptions of government performance or predispositions, and trust in government, it is more 

common for research to assume a direct effect of e-government use on trust in government. 

Bannister and Connolly (2011) argue that the transformative capacity of e-government, as a form 

of technology, primarily comes from its potential to improve existing processes that influence 

trust in government: while e-government may also serve to create new relationships between 

citizens and their government, that is not where the major contribution of citizens’ use of e-

government, as it relates to trust in government, lies for the reason that e-government is first and 
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foremost, a tool. Implicit in the arguments that are made by Bannister and Connolly is a call for 

researchers to reconsider the way in which citizens’ use of e-government is examined, by placing 

greater emphasis on understanding how citizens’ use of e-government serves to moderate the 

relationships that already exist. Therefore, considering the argument laid out above, in order to 

understand how useful e-government is as a tool for building trust in government, it is necessary 

for this research to consider the processes related to trust in government that citizens’ use of e-

government may influence.  

Recalling the explanation of mediated moderation and moderated mediation provided 

earlier, due to the objective of this research, as well as the research questions that are used to 

guide the examination of this research’s objective, mediated moderation is deemed more 

appropriate than moderated mediation. This is because mediated moderation analysis affords this 

study the ability to explicitly examine the process in which citizens’ use of e-government serves 

to impact their levels of trust in government. Stemming from the insight afforded by a mediated 

moderation analysis of the impact of citizens’ frequency of e-government use on trust in 

government, this research is better able to assess the utility of e-government as a means of 

building trust in government when compared to factors that would ostensibly appear much less 

well suited to do so, such as online mass media. 

4.1.1 An explanation of mediated moderation 

Fairchild and MacKinnon advise researchers to make use of three ordinary least squares (OLS) 

regression equations to estimate a mediated moderation model (2007). These three equations 

bear resemblance to the causal steps approach to testing mediation proposed by Baron and 

Kenny (1986) and are commonly used for mediation moderation analyses (Muller et al. 2005, 

Bucy and Tao 2007, Preacher et al. 2007). However, to be noted is that each of these three 
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equations makes use of interaction terms. These equations are as follows, where X is the 

independent variable, Z a moderator variable, and M a mediator variable: 

(eq1) Y = β10 + β11(X) + β12(Z) + β13(X x Z) 

 Equation one (eq1) estimates the moderating effect (X x Z) on the effect of the 

independent variable (X) on the dependent variable (Y). This equation represents the moderation 

relationship in its most general form and does not take into account the process by which the 

moderated effect may be transmitted to the dependent variable. 

(eq2) M = β20 + β21 (X) + β22 (Z) + β23(X x Z) 

 Equation two (eq2) estimates the moderating effect (X x Z) on the effect of the 

independent variable (X) on the mediating variable (M). 

(eq3) Y = β30 + β31(X) + β32(Z) + β33(X x Z) + β34(M)  + β35(M x Z) 

  Equation three (eq3) provides two estimates of importance. First, it estimates the 

moderating effect (M X Z) on the relationship between the mediator (M) and the dependent 

variable (Y). Second, it provides an estimate of the moderating effect (X x Z) of the independent 

variable (X) on the dependent variable (Y), while controlling for the mediating variable (M). 

In order for mediated moderation to be present, previous research has suggested that the 

following three criteria must be satisfied (Muller et al. 2005, Bucy and Tao 2007): First, 

moderation between the independent and dependent variable must occur, implying that β13 from 

equation one must be significant, and second, one of two categories of conditions must be 

satisfied: (a) moderation between the independent variable and the mediating variable must occur 

and the mediating variable must effect the dependent variable, when the independent variable is 
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controlled, meaning that both β23 and β34 are significant: or (b) moderation must be present in the 

relationship between the mediating variable and the dependent variable and the independent 

variable must affect the mediating variable, meaning that both β35 and β21 are significant. The 

third criterion to be fulfilled is for the moderation of the direct effect to be smaller in magnitude 

or non-significant when compared to the moderation of the total effect, meaning that β33 must be 

less than β13. These criteria for evaluating mediated moderation are similar to those outlined by 

Baron and Kenny for evaluating mediating relationships, with the exception that here, the 

emphasis is placed on evaluating the interaction terms associated with the independent and 

mediating variables, rather than the independent and  mediating variables themselves. These 

criteria are outlined in Table 13. 

[Table 13] Criteria used to evaluate mediated moderation 

Criterion 1 Criterion 2 Criterion 3 

Β13 is significant 

Β23 is significant 

And 

Β34 is significant 
β33< β13 and/or β33 is 

non-significant 

Β35 is significant AND 

Β21 is significant 

 

4.2 Variables to be included for analysis in this research  

In this study, the dependent variable of interest is trust in government. The main independent 

variable has been established as social trust. Two moderating variables of interest are selected, 

the frequency of e-government use and the frequency of online mass media use. The mediating 

variable or variable that has been chosen to explain the way in which citizens’ frequency of use 

of e-government impacts levels of trust in government is perception of government performance. 
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In this section the intention is to clarify relationships between these variables, as well as to 

provide a justification for these proposed relationships. Following this, an explanation of the 

control variables that will be included in this research is provided.  

4.2.1 Relationships between variables  

In the literature review we provided an explanation of the various concepts that are investigated 

by this research: here it is useful to explain fully the framework that will be empirically 

examined in this chapter. First, it was explained that social trust is an ex ante generalized 

disposition that others share a compatible set of values. Because of the ex ante nature of social 

trust, it is often considered to be a generalized disposition toward the world at large. In other 

words, those with higher levels of social trust are also said to be more optimistic and view the 

world around them through a relatively positive lens, a concept that suggests that citizens’ 

perceptions of government performance will be influenced in a similar manner. Within the extant 

body of public administration literature, perceptions of government performance are consistently 

argued to lead to higher levels of trust in government. Given the positive relationship said to 

exist between social trust and perceptions of government performance and trust in government, 

implied here is that social trust may have a direct, as well as indirect (mediated) effect on trust in 

government via perceptions of government performance. Moreover, relationships that are 

suggested to exist between social trust, perceptions of government performance, and trust in 

government are also likely to change due to various factors, such as information 

(Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer 2012), meaning that citizens’ use of online mass media and e-

government are likely to serve to strengthen or weaken (moderate) the various direct and indirect 

relationships that are said to exist between social trust, perceptions of government performance 

and trust in government.  
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Bearing these explanations in mind and that this study makes use of mediated moderation 

analysis, relationships among the variables are outlined in Figure 2 below. These relationships 

will be made more explicit in the hypotheses.  

 

[Figure 2] Relationships to be investigated 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Regarding the relationships between the key variables assessed in this study, social trust 

is set as the independent variable. This implies that it is exogenous, which is to say that it is 

determined by factors that are not included in the equations that are estimated by this research. A 

degree of justification for considering social trust as an independent variable was provided in the 

literature review, yet it is worthwhile to provide further justification here. First, in line with much 
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of the previous literature that assesses social trust, the conceptualization of social trust used by 

this research considers it to be of an ex ante nature, implying that it serves as a predisposition or 

outlook on the world more than anything else. However, the important question to consider here 

is whether this ex ante expectation can change over time. Presumably, if there is a change over 

time, then it is also important to consider whether this change can be caused by any of the 

variables that are included for analysis by this research. Exploring this point touches on a debate 

between two scholars who have dedicated a considerable amount of their academic careers 

researching social trust, and who have co-published a highly cited piece of literature that deals 

with the topic: Eric Uslaner and Bo Rothstein.  

Rothstein (2000, 2001, 2005, Rothstein and Eek 2009) has argued that social trust, while 

ex ante in nature, does change according to the information an individual acquires over time (p. 

58). Based on the information an individual has accumulated over time, their generalized 

expectation that most people share a compatible set of values will adjust such that the radius of 

trust either expands or contracts. To illustrate this point, the author provides an example of a 

hypothetical Swedish tourist who is planning to visit Mexico for a holiday: Swedish citizens are 

commonly seen as having one of the highest levels of social trust of any nation (Delhey and 

Newton 2003, 2005, Bjornskov 2007). Rothstein explains that, in preparation for vacation, this 

Swedish citizen reads several guidebooks for information and, in the process, becomes aware of 

a broad scope of ruses that the Mexican police force engages in order to solicit bribes from 

unsuspecting tourists. The point made by Rothstein is that, while this Swedish citizen is likely to 

have high levels of social trust and to expect that those around her will possess a compatible set 

of values, the information that is obtained from the guidebooks is likely to cause her to call into 

question whether or not she should call the police if any problems arise while on vacation in 
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Mexico, implying that the information acquired has led this Swedish citizen to reduce the radius 

of her generalized expectation that most people share a compatible set of values. Following this 

argument, one may reason that perceptions of government performance, citizens’ use of online 

mass media, or e-government would likely bear on their levels of social trust. Moreover, one 

may also take the argument as provided by Rothstein to imply that perceptions of the way the 

state performs will impact levels of social trust. For example, a citizen who perceives their 

government to be corrupt or incompetent may in turn consider it less safe to trust those whom 

they do not know (Kornai 2001). 

For the other side of the debate, the arguments outlined by Uslaner are outlined. Uslaner, 

across various pieces of research, most of which are empirical, has argued that social trust is 

fundamental and does not change over time, and even showing close correlations of social trust 

across generations of citizens. The argument adhered to by Uslaner considers social trust as 

something of a cultural norm, which is slowly built over time (2002). In this respect, a degree of 

commonality can be found between Uslaner’s argument and those made by Robert Putnam. In 

his well-known comparison of Northern and Southern Italy, Putnam attempts to explain 

differences between the two regions from the perspective of social trust. He reasons that the 

economic success found in Northern Italy stems from higher levels of social trust in this region, 

whereas the lack of economic success in Southern Italy stems from a relative lack of social trust23. 

In explaining the different levels of social trust in these regions, Putnam argues that levels of 

social trust in Northern and Southern Italy stem from centuries of developments that date back to 

the middle ages. Similarly, Uslaner argues that social trust does not stem from personal 

                                                             
23 Putnam uses the term social capital as opposed to social trust, yet previous research has suggested that they are in reality 

interchangeable at a conceptual level (Rothstein 2005, Fukuyama 2001). 
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experience, but from the culture in which one is socialized. To this end, while social trust may 

change over time, Uslaner argues that such changes cannot be attributed to “immediate 

experiences”, but rather is the result of larger shifts in the cultural climate in which citizens are 

being socialized (2008:726). Indeed, in one example to illustrate his point Uslaner demonstrates 

strong correlations between individuals’ levels of social trust falling within certain ethnic groups 

(i.e. Nordic, Eastern European, Latino) and levels of trust in that ethnic groups’ country of origin 

(i.e. Sweden, Romania, Peru). Here it is also useful to reconsider research by Lee related to 

social trust in South Korea (2006), where the author found differences between generations of 

Koreans in terms of social trust, but uncovered little evidence to suggest that levels of social trust 

changed at the level of the individual over time. This finding is interesting in that it also offers 

support for the cultural basis of social trust provided by Uslaner, as arguments have been made 

that, in light of the rapid economic and political development that occurred, the values and 

culture prominent in South Korea has also changed, with such changes perhaps most pronounced 

between generations (Hyun 2001). To this end, following the arguments made by Uslaner, social 

trust could not be tied to perceptions of government performance, citizens’ use of e-government, 

online mass media, or levels of trust in government. 

Both of the arguments outlined above provide strong arguments as to where social trust 

should be placed in terms of its relationship to the other variables assessed in this research. 

However, the arguments provided by Rothstein at some level contradict the ex ante nature of 

social trust that is emphasized by this research, as well as throughout a broad scope of social trust 

literature and also lack a broad base of empirical support. By contrast, the explanations provided 

by Uslaner appear to match the conceptualization of social trust employed by this research more 

closely and are substantiated by empirical research, thereby justifying this study’s use of social 
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trust as an independent variable, which is unaffected by the mediating, moderating or dependent 

variables assessed by this research. Nevertheless, future research, making use of more 

sophisticated analytical tools, may explore more complex interrelationships among social trust, 

trust in government and, additional variables.  

A second point of possible contention to be addressed briefly before moving on is the 

hypothesized relationship between perceptions of government performance and trust in 

government is as follows. To what extent can one argue that perceptions of government 

performance cause trust in government, while at the same time holding that trust in government 

does not influence perceptions of government performance? Throughout the extant body of 

public administration research that has tied perceptions of government performance to trust in 

government, a wide array of theoretical as well as empirical literature has suggested that 

perception of government performance is causally prior to trust in government, whereas little to 

no research has provided any reason to believe that trust in government may impact perceptions 

of government performance. While arguments may be made to suggest that levels of trust in 

government impact perceptions of government performance, it is beyond the scope of this 

research to build and empirically assess the possibility of such relationships. This research 

adheres to the line of reasoning that is also followed throughout the extant body of public 

administration literature that assesses trust in government and assumes that perceptions of 

government performance is causally prior to trust in government. 
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4.2.2 Hypotheses 

Based on the discussion of relationships between variables provided above and bearing in mind 

the research objectives and questions that this study is intent on investigating, several distinct 

hypotheses can be outlined, as summed-up in Table 14. 

The basic hypothesis on which all other hypotheses are premised on is hypothesis one 

(H1), which suggests a positive relationship between levels of social trust and trust in 

government; this relationship was discussed at length in the preceding paragraphs. Hypothesis 

two (H2) reasons that if social trust is a positive generalized expectation that serves to positively 

influence trust in government, this generalized expectation will also stand to be positively 

associated with citizens’ perceptions of government performance. Such a relationship has been 

suggested by previous research (i.e. Van de Walle 2004 or Kampen et al. 2006). Hypothesis three 

(H3) suggests a positive relationship between citizens’ perceptions of government performance 

and trust in government.  In the current body of literature, citizens’ perceptions of government 

performance and trust in government are commonly argued to be positively related, as more 

positive perceptions of government performance are said to stimulate higher levels of trust in 

government (Yang and Holzer 2006).  

Taken together, the hypothesized framework relationships between (H1) social trust and 

trust in government, (H2) social trust and perceptions of government performance, and (H3) 

perceptions of government performance and trust in government, suggests that citizens’ 

perceptions of government performance mediate the relationship between social trust and trust in 

government. Justification for perceptions of government performance as mediating the 

relationship between social trust and trust in government is as follows. First, social trust, which is 

conceptualized in this research as a generalized positive expectation, is considered to positively 
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impact citizens’ perceptions of government performance and trust in government. Second, in the 

relationship between perceptions of government performance and trust in government, 

perceptions of government performance are often argued to temporally precede trust in 

government (Yang and Holzer 2006, Keele 2007, Kim 2010), implying that more positive 

perceptions of government performance cause higher levels of trust in government. Because of 

the positive relationship between social trust, perceptions of government performance and trust 

in government, and because perceptions of government performance precede trust in government, 

perceptions of government performance should thus be understood as a mediating variable in the 

relationship between social trust and trust in government. The relationships proposed by the first 

three hypotheses are relatively well established in the literature that assesses citizens’ perceptions 

of government performance and trust in government. These relationships are important as they 

serve to establish a framework of relationships that citizens’ frequency of use of e-government 

and online mass media serve to influence. Thus, the following hypotheses intend to address the 

following question, ‘how might citizens’ use of e-government and online mass media influence 

the framework of relationships outlined by the first three hypotheses?’  

Both citizens’ use of e-government and online mass media are likely to have an effect on 

the relationship between social trust and trust in government, and the relationship between social 

trust and perceptions of government performance. Before moving into the specific hypotheses, it 

is important to provide justification for the use of e-government and online mass media as 

moderating variables. First, with respect to e-government, this tool is commonly proposed as a 

method of enhancing the way in which government can carry out activities that it already 

performs, such as providing citizens with information (Ho and Ni 2004). In many instances, e-

government is not used to create new relationships between citizens and their government, but 
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rather to improve the relationships that already exist (Ho 2000). Consequently, the potential of e-

government comes from its promise to improve existing relationships between citizens and their 

government (Chadwick and May 2003). Additionally, with respect to both online mass media 

and e-government, the public management literature has suggested that citizens’ perceptions of 

government performance and trust in government often stem from a predisposition toward their 

government (Kampen et al. 2006). Following this line of reasoning, additional information, such 

as that afforded to citizens via e-government or online mass media will only serve to strengthen 

or weaken the direct impact of said prior generalized attitude toward government (Van Ryzin 

2004). This point was alluded to by Rothstein in his vignette about the imaginary Swedish tourist 

outlined earlier. Bearing in mind these points, this research proposes that the information citizens 

obtain through their use of online mass media and e-government is likely to have an influence on 

(interact with) the relationships that exist between social trust and perceptions of government 

performance, and trust in government.   

Regarding the particular moderating effects of e-government and online mass media use, 

previous research has suggested that citizens’ use of online mass media is likely to be 

qualitatively different from the impact resulting from citizens’ use of e-government because the 

information citizens obtain from various forms of e-government is likely to possess a 

pronounced positive bias (Grimmelikhuijsen 2011), whereas online mass media is likely to 

possess a pronounced negative bias (Woodly 2009). Based on such reasoning, hypotheses 

addressing how citizens’ frequency of use of e-government and online mass media impact the 

relationship between social trust and trust in government are outlined as follows. Hypothesis four 

(H4) suggests that citizens’ frequency of e-government use positively impacts the relationship 

between social trust and trust in government, given that previous research has suggested that 
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information communicated to citizens via e-government is likely to possess a positive bias. By 

extension, hypothesis five (H5) suggests that citizens’ frequency of e-government use positively 

impacts the relationship between social trust and perceptions of government performance. The 

reasoning here is that if perceptions of government performance mediate the relationship 

between social trust and trust in government, then the citizens’ use of e-government is likely to 

influence this mediated relationship too (between social trust and perceptions of government 

performance). Hypothesis six (H6) relates to implications that result from citizens’ use of online 

mass media for the relationship between social trust and trust in government. Here, given that 

previous research has proposed a negative bias among online mass media sources, it would serve 

to reason that increased use of online mass media by citizens would correspond to lower levels of 

trust in government. This logic is also extended to hypothesis seven (H7), which addresses the 

influence of online mass media on the relationship between social trust and perceptions of 

government performance. 

[Table 14] Research Hypotheses 

H1 
Citizens’ levels of social trust are positively associated with their levels of trust 
in government. 

H2 
Citizens’ levels of social trust are positively associated with their perceptions 
of government performance. 

H3 
Citizens’ perceptions of government performance are positively associated 
with their levels of trust in government 

H4 
Citizens’ frequency of e-government use strengthens the relationship between 
social trust and trust in government 

H5 
Citizens’ frequency of e-government use strengthens the relationship between 
social trust and perceptions of government performance 

H6 
Citizens’ frequency of use of online mass media weakens the relationship 
between social trust and trust in government 

H7 
Citizens’ frequency of use of online mass media weakens the relationship 
between social trust and perceptions of government performance 
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4.2.3 Control variables to be included in this research 

In determining the model used to estimate the impact of citizens’ perceptions of government 

performance on trust in government it is important to account for variables that may impact 

citizens’ trust in government, but are not of primary interest to the research. In our study, control 

variables were selected according to factors that are likely to differentiate citizens’ trust in 

government and are non-redundant. 

Citizens with children may have different points of reference from those without children 

when evaluating the dimensions of trustworthiness of their government: a family with children 

may evaluate the benevolence of government actions differently from a family that does not have 

children. For example, a family with a child may evaluate investments in the future, such as long 

term development projects, as being beneficial, considering them as benevolent actions their 

government has taken for the benefit of their children. As such, it is useful to control for such a 

possible influence. The variable used to control for the influence of families of children on trust 

in government is measured using a dummy variable and asks respondents whether any children 

are present in their house hold, with a score of 0 indicating none and a score of 2 indicating that 

the respondent had children.  

Variables for the following political and socio-economic factors were included: education, 

income, gender (dummy), age, political ideology (left to right), and whether one is receiving a 

government subsidy (dummy). The inclusion of such political and socio economic variables in 

research assessing citizens’ perceptions of government was (perhaps) first advocated by Almond 

and Verba (1965). These variables were included because: (1) they are likely to influence 

citizens’ perceptions of government’s benevolence, integrity and competence, which in turn 

influence levels of trust in government, (2) they are likely to influence the particular sources of 
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information used by individuals for information about their government, and (3) different age 

segments are often said to feel differently about their government. With respect to gender a score 

of 1 representing male and 2 representing female. The average score on gender for respondents 

was 1.52, suggesting slightly more female respondents to male respondents. The range of ages of 

respondents was from 20 years old to 83 years old. Political ideology was measured using a 

series of six questions, where respondents were given a choice between a more conservative 

response, which corresponds to a score of 1, and a more liberal response, which corresponds to a 

score of 2. Citizens’ were asked whether they received any government subsidy, with a response 

of 0 indicating no and a response of 1 indicating yes: the average value for this item was 0.02. 

Education of respondents was measured on a scale of 1 to 6, with a score of 7 indicated ‘other’. 

The average value here was 4.92, suggesting that most respondents graduated university. Income 

was assessed on a scale of 1 (household income ranging from nine hundred ninety million won a 

month and less to 14 (more than seven million won a month), with units increasing every five 

hundred thousand won. The average income level among respondents was 8.06, which 

corresponds to the range of four to five million won a month. 

The citizens’ use of offline sources of government and non government sources of 

information may also have a distinctive impact on their levels of trust in government. For 

example, previous research has suggested that citizens’ reliance on newspapers (Gordon 2000), 

television (Tsfati et al. 2009), or talk radio (Barker and Knight 2000) have all served to impact 

their attitudes toward their government. To control for such effects, variables that assess citizens’ 

use of government and non government offline sources of information are included. Here 

citizens’ use of television, newspapers, call centers, radio programs, talking with friends, and 

participation in neighborhood meetings are taken into consideration. Composite variables were 
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created for offline government and offline private sources. The offline government composite 

variable has Cronbach alpha of 0.794. The offline private variable has a Cronbach alpha of 0.682. 

Both composite variables consisted of 5 items. The mean value for citizens’ use of offline 

government sources of information was 1.98, whereas for private offline sources the average 

value was 2.85. Thus, a clear difference is present between citizens’ levels of use offline private 

sources and offline government sources, with citizens making greater use of offline private 

sources of information. Finally, two control variables were included to address the extent to 

which citizens consider private and government sources of government information as positively 

biased. Previous research has found that citizens’ perceptions of positively biased information is 

likely to bear heavily on their attitudes toward government (Grimmelikhuijsen 2011). Two items 

were used here. The first item assessed the extent to which citizens considered private sources of 

government information to be positively biased, while the second assesses the extent to which 

citizens view government sources as positively biased. Both variables are measured according to 

a five point Likert scale, where a score of 1 represents not biased at all and a score of 5 

represents very biased. The average value for perceived bias in government sources of 

information was 2.57, whereas in private sources of government information the average value 

among the survey items was 2.90, indicating that citizens of Seoul perceive greater positive bias 

in the private media than they do among government sources. Part of this may relate to a series 

of controversies related the South Korean President Lee Myung bak. During his tenure, in an 

effort to curb the dissemination of what was deemed ‘misinformation’ online, the Lee 

Administration advocated the importance of regulating the online information environment. 

Ultimately, his efforts resulted in the Cyber Defamation Law, which has led to several 

controversial arrests related to comments made by South Korean citizens on popular social 
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networking sites such as twitter. An additional scandal relates to accusations that the president 

was attempting to assist personal acquaintances in obtaining upper management roles in 

influential media outlets. Thus, part of the explanation for citizens perceiving the private media 

as more biased than government media may relate to a belief that the government is attempting 

to exert greater influence over the private media. 

A variable addressing citizens’ satisfaction with an array of particular public services 

provided by the Seoul Metropolitan Government and local administrative districts (Gu) were 

included in order to account for any influence that levels of satisfaction with public services 

provided by the governments in Seoul have on levels of trust in government at the macro level. 

To measure citizens’ satisfaction with public service provision citizens were asked to gauge their 

satisfaction with eighteen public services, ranging from the quality of cultural facilities, to the 

quality of water, to public transportation. Citizens rated each service on a scale of one (very 

dissatisfied) to seven (very satisfied). The average value of citizens’ evaluations of these eighteen 

services was then taken.  

A variable used to assess pro-social behaviors was included, as pro-social behaviors have 

been suggested by previous research to be tied to trusting dispositions (O’Reilly and Chatman 

1986) and may therefore serve to influence citizens’ trust in government. Prosocial behavior was 

controlled for by including a variable asking survey respondents how many friends they have. 

Previous research has found that social exclusion, which may be considered as a perceived lack 

of friends, serves to reduce an individual’s prosocial behaviors, which in turn may serve to 

reduce one’s disposition to trust (Twenge et al. 2007): presumably the more friends one has, the 

more disposed they are to trust. Responses ranged from 1 being the least to 7, which was the 

maximum number of friends respondents indicated they had.  
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Just as a variable was included to assess the number of friends respondents had in order 

to control for factors that may influence citizens’ disposition to trust their government, an 

additional variable was included to control for citizens’ trust in Seoul citizens. The reasoning 

behind including this control variable is that, first, citizens with higher levels of trust in Seoul 

Citizens may be associated with a disposition that also serves to influence citizens’ levels of trust 

in government. Citizens’ trust in Seoul Citizens’ was measured on a scale of one to seven, where 

a score of 1 represents no trust at all, and a score of seven represents complete trust.  

A variable assessing citizens’ participation in political parties was included as a control 

variable. Participation in a political party suggests a close affiliation with a particular political 

party. Subsequently, this strong affiliation with a particular political party may serve to impact 

citizens’ disposition to trust their government (Miller and Listhaug 1990). Citizens’ participation 

in political parties was measured as a dummy variable, with a score of 0 no participation, and a 

score of 2 representing participation.  

Finally, depending on the model, citizens’ use of online mass media and e-government 

were also controlled for. In greater detail, in the model used to assess the impact of citizens’ use 

of e-government on levels of trust in government, citizens’ use of online mass media is 

controlled for. In the model used to assess the impact of citizens’ use of online mass media on 

levels of trust in government, citizens’ use of e-government was controlled for.  

Table 16 shows the descriptive statistics for all the independent, dependent, mediator, 

moderator, and control variables used in this research. Table 15 exhibits the correlations among 

the variables included for analysis by this research. Taking a look at Tables 15 and 16 a few 

points merit discussion here. First, regarding citizens’ frequency of use of e-government and 
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citizens’ frequency of use of online mass media in Table 16, it is interesting to note that the mean 

values of both of these are very similar, with the mean value of online mass media use being 2.77 

and the mean value of frequency of e-government use being 2.23. While this clearly suggests that 

citizens’ use e-government less than they do online mass media, what is interesting to note is that, 

these mean values also draw attention to how distinctive citizens’ perceive these two sources of 

information. This issue speaks to the discussion earlier regarding errors of attribution made by 

citizens when determining whether a particular service is provided by the public sector or the 

private sector. Additionally, Table 15 reveals only a slight positive correlation between citizens’ 

use of e-government and their levels of trust in government. This weak correlation is also found 

between use of e-government and perceptions of government performance. This finding is 

interesting in that it presents initial empirical evidence suggesting that a bivariate association 

between e-government and trust in government is weak, with the same being true for perceptions 

of government performance. Indeed, this weak association between e-government use and trust 

in government is not necessarily unexpected when considering that e-government is perhaps best 

thought of and assessed as a tool that stands to impact existing relationships between citizens and 

their government. The same reasoning applies to the weak association between e-government use 

and perceptions of government performance. However, also interesting to note here is that the 

relationship between online mass media use and trust in government, yet unlike e-government, 

the significant positive correlation with respect to online mass media use does not extend to 

perceptions of government performance. Thus, two initial points to be drawn from the correlation 

table and descriptive statistics are that (1) in their use of online mass media and e-government 

citizens may not perceive much of a difference between the two and, (2) in spite of the 
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similarities between online mass media use and e-government use, e-government is distinct from 

online mass media in its significant relationship with perceptions of government performance.
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[Table 15] Correlation Table 

# Variable 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

1 Trust in Government 1             

2 Perceptions of Performance 
0.801*

* 
1            

3 Social Trust 
0.216*

* 
0.266** 1           

4 Use of E-government 0.073* 0.076* 0.016 1          

5 Use of online media 0.109* 0.050 -0.070* 0.550** 1         

6 Gender -0.038 -0.034 0.034 0.008 -0.073* 1        

7 Age -0.007 0.025 0.030 
-

0.259** 
-

0.501** 
-0.001 1       

8 Education --.046 -0.077* -0.086* 0.278** 0.406** 
-

0.155** 
-

0.358** 
1      

9 Income  -0.011 0.022 0.011 0.151** 0.176** -0.065 
-

0.097** 
0.400** 1     

10 Satisfaction with Public Services 
0.589*

* 
0.594** 

0.136*
* 

0.059 0.071* -0.078* 0.065 -0.093* 0.041 1    

11 Receive Government Subsidy 0.008 0.028 -0.005 -0.056 -0.038 0.049 0.013 
-

0.142** 
-

0.151** 
-0.011 1   

12 
Use of Offline Government 
Sources of Information 

0.053 0.071* 0.018 0.593** 0.355** -0.052 -0.058 0.115** 0.037 0.040 0.052 1  

13 
Use of Offline Private Sources of 
Government Information 

0.041 0.062 0.022 0.300** 0.301** -0.042 0.124** 0.038 0.134** 0.077* 
-

0.005 
0.473*

* 
1 

14 
Government Sources of 
Information are Positively Biased  

-0.075* -0.077* -0.035 0.046 -0.041 0.051 0.026 -0.081* -0.078* 
-

0.143** 
-

0.006 
0.095*

* 
_0.003 

15 
Private Sources of Government 
Information are Positively Biased  

-0.075* 
-

0.086** 
-0.056 0.005 -0.005 0.024 

-
0.094** 

0.025 -0.013 -0.070* 
-

0.050 
-0.027 

-
0.134** 

0.244*

16 Family with Child 0.055 0.021 0.045 0.133** 0.139** -0.053 
-

0.136** 
0.127** 0.101** 0.015 

-
0.016 

0.085* 0.069* 0.043

17 Friends -0.003 0.016 0.079* 0.139** 0.178** -0.048 -0.205 0.185** 0.152** 0.010 
-

0.009 
0.054 0.010 -0.028

18 Political Ideology 
0.179*

* 
0.122** 0.050 0.104** 0.187** -0.032 -0.083* 0.071* -0.056 0.081* 

-
0.016 

0.061 0.004 -0.038

19 Participate in Political Party 0.003 0.071* 0.039 0.027 0.014 -0.034 0.064 -0.003 0.015 0.029 0.005 
0.103*

* 
0.057 -0.007

21 Trust in Seoul Citizens 
0.262*

* 
0.304** 

0.402*
* 

0.104** -0.013 -0.016 0.150** -0.066* 0.088* 0.210** 0.008 
0.130*

* 
0.177** -0.009
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[Table 16] Descriptive Statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Trust in Government 907 1.00 5.00 2.73 0.73 

Perceptions of 
government Performance 

907 1.00 5.00 2.81 0.69 

Social Trust 907 1.00 5.00 2.72 0.49 

Frequency of use of e-
government 

907 0 6.00 2.23 1.45 

Frequency of use of 
online mass media 

907 0 6.00 2.77 1.47 

Gender 907 1 2 1.52 0.50 

Age 907 20 83 42.01 13.8 

Education 907 1 6 4.92 1.38 

Income 907 1 14 8.06 3.68 

Public service satisfaction 907 1.00 7.00 3.88 0.93 

Receive subsidy 907 00 1.00 0.02 0.14 

Frequency of use of 
offline government info 

sources 
907 0 6.00 1.98 1.21 

Frequency of use of 
offline private info 

sources 
907 0 6.00 2.85 1.03 

Gov info is positively 
biased 

907 1 5 2.57 0.96 

Non gov info is positively 
biased 

907 1 5 2.90 0.92 

Children 907 0 2 0.16 0.45 

Friends 907 1 7 4.47 1.60 

Ideology 907 1.00 2.00 1.57 0.23 

Participation in political 
party 

907 0 2 0.09 0.42 

Trust in Seoul Citizens 907 1 7 4.00 1.04 
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4.3 Analyses and results 

Here analyses that are used in this study are outlined and their results discussed. This research 

assesses how citizens’ frequency of e-government use impacts their levels of trust in government, 

and compares those effects that stem from citizens’ frequency of use of online mass media: in 

both analyses attention is paid to the processes that contribute to generating such effects. First, 

this section will outline the mediated moderation analysis of the impact of citizens’ frequency of 

e-government use on the relationship between social trust and trust in government and discuss 

the results. Second, a mediated moderation analysis of the influence of citizens’ frequency of use 

of online mass media on the relationship between citizens’ levels of social trust and trust in 

government is conducted and the results are discussed and contrasted with those stemming from 

citizens’ use of e-government.  

4.3.1 Analysis of frequency of e-government use 

Recalling the three equations used to examine mediated moderation outlined in section 2.1, the 

mediated moderation equations used to examine the influence of citizens’ use of e-government 

on the relationship between social trust and trust in government are specified as follows24: 

(eq1) Trust in Government= β10 + β11 (Social Trust) + β12(Frequency of E government Use) +        

  β13(Social Trust X Frequency of E-government use) 

(eq2) Perceptions of Government Performance= β20 + β21Social Trust + β22Frequency of E- 

 government Use + β23Social Trust X Frequency of E-government use  

(eq3) Trust in Government= β30 + β31Social Trust + β32Frequency of E-government use + 

 β33Social Trust X Frequency of E-government use + β34Percpetions of 

                                                             
24 The same control variables, as outlined in the previous section, are included in each of the three models. 
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 Government Performance + β35Perceptions of Government Performance X 

 Frequency of E-government use 

As is commonly recommended when conducting any form of moderation analysis, all of 

the variables used in the equations above are standardized (Aiken and West 1991, Preacher et al. 

2007). A Breusch-Pagan test was used to examine whether heteroscedasticity was present 

(p<0.001).  Given the presence of heteroscedasticity, we used standard errors consistent   

withheteroscedasticity: we used Mahalanobis distances to identify possible multivariate outliers, 

and were able to identify forty eight multivariate outliers, which were filtered out for the analysis. 

The results of the analysis based on the three equations are illustrated in Table 17 below.  

[Table 17] Results from e-government 

 Equation 1 Equation 2 Equation 3 

Predictors Y: Trust in government 
Y: Perceptions of 

government performance 
Y: Trust in government 

(X): Social trust 
0.0670*** 

(0.022) 

β11 

0.137**** 

(0.022) 

β21 

0.009 

(0.040) 

β31 

(Z): Frequency of use of e-
government  

-0.013 

(0.030) 

β12 

-0.001 

(0.038) 

β22 

-0.030 

(0.050) 

β32 

(XZ): Social trust X 
Frequency of use of e-

government 

-0.068* 

(0.018) 

β13 

-0.080** 

(0.028) 

β23 

-0.022 

(0.039) 

β33 

(M) Perceptions of 
government performance   

0.480**** 

(0.045) 

β34 

(MZ) Perceptions of 
government performance 
X Frequency of use of e-

government 
  

0.019 

(0.038) 

β35 

Adjusted r-squared 
0.396 0.408 0.669 

F-value 
34.058**** 35.729**** 87.644**** 

N 
859 859 859 
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 Adjusted r-square and F-values suggest that all of the models fit the data well. Criteria 

used to assess whether mediated moderation is present in the equations above suggest that 

mediated moderation is present: this is illustrated in Table 18. 

[Table 18] Criteria used to assess mediated moderation 

Criterion 1 Criterion 2 Criterion 3 

β13 is 
significa

nt 

 
 

β13 = -0.068* 
(satisfied) 

 

 

β23 is 
significant 

And 
Β34 is 

significant 

β23 = -0.080* 

 
β34 = 

0.480**** 
(satisfied) 

β33< β13 

and/or 
B33 is 
non- 

significan
t 

β33 = -0.022 
(satisfied) β35 is 

significant 
AND 
Β21 is 

significant 

 

 

Many of the coefficients from the table above are illustrated in a path diagram below in 

Figure 3. With regard to the effects of social trust on trust in government and perceptions of 

government performance, first it is found that levels of social trust are significantly and 

positively related to citizens’ levels of trust in government (0.067). This relationship offers 

support for the basic argument adhered to in this research, which is that citizens’ levels of social 

trust serve as the basis for citizens’ decision to trust their government. Additionally, social trust is 

found to be positively and significantly related to perceptions of government performance, with 

the strength of the association stronger than that found with trust in government (path a in Figure 

3). Moreover, similar to much of the extant literature in the field of public administration, 

citizens’ perceptions of government performance were found to positively impact citizens’ trust 

in government (path b in Figure 3). This finding offers initial support for the notion adhered to 

by this research, which suggests that the impact of social trust on trust in government is mediated 
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by perceptions of government performance. Given this evidence, it is now of interest to infer 

whether this relationship is partially or fully mediated. Here the direct effect of social trust on 

trust in government (path c') must be taken into account. In path c’, which assesses the direct 

effect of social trust in trust in government, while controlling for perceptions of government 

performance, the impact social trust drops and is no longer significant. This finding suggests that 

the relationship between social trust and trust in government is completely mediated by 

perceptions of government performance (Baron and Kenny 1986).  

[Figure 3] Result of analysis 
 

 

     -0.080**(0.028)             

     0.137****       0.480****  
(0.022)       (0.045) 

 

           Path a           Path b  

     Path C’   0.009 (0.040)   

      

 In addition to the relationship between citizens’ social trust and trust in government being 

mediated by perceptions of government performance, the results of this analysis also suggest that 

citizens’ frequency of use of e-government also impacts the strength of the various mediating 

relationships. To explain, the interaction term in equation 1 (β13) represents the extent to which 

citizens’ frequency of use of e-government moderates the (unmediated) relationship between 

social trust and trust in government. Since this coefficient is significant, evidence suggests that 

citizens’ frequency of use of e-government does impact the relationship between social trust and 

trust in government, yet it is not yet clear in what way. This will be discussed later. Moreover, as 

illustrated in Figure 3, frequency of e-government use is found to mediate path a, but not found 

to bear any significant influence on paths b or c’. Regarding the lack of a significant coefficient 

Social Trust Trust in 
Government 

Perceptions of 
government 
performance 

Frequency of 

use of e-

govenrment 
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for path c’, this finding suggests that there is no direct relationship between citizens’ use of e-

government and trust in government, but rather that any influence that is present occurs via 

perceptions of government performance. Regarding the lack of a significant coefficient for path b, 

this finding suggests that citizens’ use of e-government has no significant impact on the 

relationship between perceptions of government performance and trust in government. 

Given the presence of mediated moderation and the explanation of the findings, the 

general analysis above suggests two things. First, the analysis suggests that frequency of e-

government use significantly impacts the strength of the relationship present between citizens’ 

levels of social trust and their levels of trust in government. Second, the analysis suggests that 

this general moderated relationship is mediated by perceptions of government performance: 

citizens’ frequency of use of e-government has a significant impact on the relationship between 

social trust and perceptions of government performance, with this effect ultimately bearing an 

impact on citizens’ levels of trust in government.  

 While significant moderated relationships have been found in the equations above, they 

do not provide sufficient evidence to suggest how frequency of use of e-government affects the 

relationship between social trust, perceptions of government performance, and trust in 

government. In order to gain further insight into how frequency of use of e-government impacts 

these relationships simple slopes analyses must be conducted (Aiken and West 1991). Simple 

slope analysis is used to illustrate how the relationships between social trust, perceptions of 

government performance, and trust in government differ according to different levels of use of e-

government. Table 19 illustrates the total effects, effects of social trust on perceptions of 

government performance, effects of perceptions of government performance on trust in 

government, and indirect effects: as the direct effects, as well as the effect of the interaction 

between perceptions of performance and frequency of use of e-government (β35) are not 
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significant they are not included for assessment. Standard errors for indirect effects are 

calculated using Sobel tests, which are suitable for this research given the large sample size 

(Sobel 1986, Preacher et al. 2007). As is common with simple slope analysis, the high use of e-

government group was demarcated as all values one standard deviation above the mean value for 

frequency of e-government use. The medium use group was estimated at the mean, and the low 

use group constituted all individuals that were less than one standard deviation below the mean 

(Aiken and West 1991). 

 

[Table 19] Simple slopes analysis of e-government25 

Total Effects 

Social TrustàTrust in 

Government (path C) 

Low use of e-

government 

Medium use of e-

government 
High use of e-government 

Slope of Coefficient 

(standard error) 
0.135 (0.027)**** 0.067 (0.022)**** -0.001 (0.056) 

Effect of social trust on perceptions of government performance (path a) 

Social 

TrustàPerceptions of 

government 

performance  

Low use of e-

government 

Medium use of e-

government 
High use of e-government 

Slope of Coefficient 

(standard error) 

0.218 

(0.042)**** 
0.137 (0.032)**** 0.056 (0.042) 

Indirect (mediated) effect of social trust on trust in government (path a x path b) 

Social TrustàTrust in 

Government  

Low use of e-

government 

Medium use of e-

government 
High use of e-government 

Slope of Coefficient 

(standard error) 

0.100 

(0.023)**** 
0.066 (0.0164)**** 0.028 (0.021) 

  

                                                             
25

 A simple slopes analysis of the direct effect can be found in appendix A.7. 
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The findings illustrated in the table above are insightful as they reveal marked differences 

with respect to the way e-government use moderates relationships between social trust and trust 

in government at different levels of e-government use. First, the results suggest that decreased 

use of e-government serves to strengthen the relationship between social trust and trust in 

government. As is shown, the differences between the magnitudes of the coefficients between the 

three groups are very large in the total effects panel (path c), as well as in the panel assessing the 

relationship between social trust and perceptions of performance (path a). These findings indicate 

that the effectiveness of e-government as a tool in building trust in government drops rapidly, as 

the citizens increase their use e-government. However, it is important to note that, while 

decreased use of e-government serves to strengthen the relationship between social trust and trust 

in government, this finding also illustrates that e-government does in fact serve to positively 

influence levels of trust in government across the medium and low use groups. Thus, the 

implication here is that e-government’s is a useful tool in building trust in government, albeit 

perhaps, in limited amounts of use. 

 Regarding the mediated indirect effect of frequency of e-government use on the 

relationship between social trust and trust in government, it is also found that decreased use of e-

government serves to strengthen the relationship between social trust and trust in government. 

Put differently, increased use of e-government reduces the effect of social trust on trust in 

government that occurs via perceptions of government performance. While in the context of this 

research the preexisting disposition that was explored -social trust- is one that is positively 

related to trust in government, it would also be interesting to consider whether this finding would 

hold for preexisting dispositions that were negatively associated with citizens’ trust in 

government.  
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4.3.2 Analysis of frequency of online mass media use 

Here the impact of citizens’ use of online mass media on levels of trust in government is 

considered. As is commonly recommended when conducting any form of moderation analysis, 

all of the variables used in the equations above are standardized (Aiken and West 1991, Preacher 

et al. 2007). A Breusch-Pagan test was used to examine whether heteroscedasticity was present 

(p<0.001).  Given the presence of heteroscedasticity, we used standard errors consistent with 

heteroscedasticity. Mahalanobis distances were used to identify possible multivariate outliers and 

they identified forty eight multivariate outliers, which were filtered out for the analysis. The 

mediated moderation equations used to examine the influence of citizens’ use of online mass 

media on the relationship between social trust and trust in government are specified as follows26. 

(eq1)  Trust in Government= β10 + β11 (Social Trust) + β12(Frequency of online media use) + 

 β13(Social Trust X Frequency of online media use) 

(eq2) Perceptions of Government Performance= β20 + β21Social Trust + β22Frequency of 

 online media use + β23Social Trust X Frequency of online media use  

(eq3) Trust in Government= β30 + β31Social Trust + β32Frequency of online media use + 

 β33Social Trust X Frequency of online media use + β34Percpetions of 

Government  Performance + β35Perceptions of Government Performance X 

Frequency online media use 

As with the models above, all of the variables used in the equations here are standardized 

(Aiken and West 1991, Preacher et al. 2007). The results of the analysis based on the three 

equations are illustrated in Table 20.  

                                                             
26 The same control variables, as outlined in the previous section, are included in each of the three models. The control variables 

included here are similar to those included in the previous e-government model except that in this model, e-government is 

included as a control variable. 
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[Table 20] Results from online mass media 

 Equation 1 Equation 2 Equation 3 

Predictors 
Y: Trust in 
government 

Y: Perceptions of 
government 
performance 

Y: Trust in 
government 

(X): Social trust 
0.0638*** 

(0.023) 
β11 

0.090**** 
(0.022) 

Β21 

0.004 
(0.017) 

Β31 
(Z): Frequency of 
use of online mass 

media 

0.0826*** 
(0.030) 

β12 

-0.005 
(0.025) 

Β22 

0.052*** 
(0.020) 

Β32 
(XZ): Social trust 
X Frequency of 

use of online mass 
media 

-.0300* 
(0.018) 

β13 

-0.032* 
(0.018) 

Β23 

-0.022 
(0.016) 

Β33 

(M) Perceptions 
of government 
performance 

  
0.480**** 

(0.021) 
Β34 

(MZ) Perceptions 
of government 
performance X 

Frequency of use 
of online mass 

media 

  
0.034 

(0.014)** 
Β35 

Adjusted r-
squared 

0.412 0.410 0.674 

F-value 32.588**** 32.327**** 85.299**** 

N 859 859 859 

  Y: dependent variable, X: independent variable,  Z: moderating variable,  M: Mediating variable, 
  **** p < 0.0001; *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * < 0.1 

 

 

 Coefficients in the table above are illustrated in a path diagram below in Figure 4. As can 

be seen in the figure, and the explanation below, several similarities exist between the two 

models. As with the previous model, it is found that levels of social trust are significantly and 
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positively related to citizens’ levels of trust in government (0.0638). Thus, here too support is 

offered for the basic argument of this research, which is that citizens’ levels of social trust serve 

as the basis for citizens’ decision to trust their government. Moreover, social trust is also found to 

be positively and significantly related to perceptions of government performance, with the 

strength of the association stronger than that found with trust in government (path “a” in Figure 

4). Citizens’ perceptions of government performance were found to positively impact citizens’ 

trust in government (path “b” in Figure 4). As such, it should now be determined whether the 

relationship between social trust and trust in government is partially or fully mediated. In path c’, 

it is found that, while controlling for perceptions of government performance, the impact social 

trust drops and is no longer significant. This finding suggests that the relationship between social 

trust and trust in government is completely mediated by perceptions of government performance 

(Baron and Kenny 1986). Thus, making use of two different models, and using similar, yet 

nevertheless different sets of control variables, the relationships between social trust, perceptions 

of government performance, and trust in government hold.  

Table 21 illustrates whether mediated moderation is also present in this model examining 

the influence of online mass media use. As is illustrated by the table criterion one, which assess 

whether the total effect of social trust on trust in government is moderated by citizens’ use of e-

government shows a significant coefficient. For criterion two, e-government use is also found to 

moderate the relationship between social trust and perceptions of government performance, 

whereas the mediating variable, perceptions of government performance was found to be 

significant. Therefore, criterion two is also satisfied. For criterion three, while the interaction 

term in the third equation was found to not be significant, it is interesting to note the very small 
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difference in the size of the coefficient, when compared to the size of the interaction term 

coefficient in model one. Regardless, criterion three is also satisfied. 

[Table 21] Criteria used to assess mediated moderation 

Criterion 1 Criterion 2 Criterion 3 

β13 is 
significa
nt 

 
 

β13 = -0.030* 
(satisfied) 

 

 

β23 is 
significant 

And 
Β34 is 

significant 

β23 = -0.032* 

 
β34 = 

0.480**** 
(satisfied) 

β33< β13  

and/or 
B33 is 
non- 
significant 

β33 = -0.022 
(satisfied) β35 is 

significant 
AND 
Β21 is 

significant 

 

 
 
 

[Figure 4] Results of analysis 
 
 
 
 

 

  -0.032*(0.018)     0.090****0.022)            

               0.480****(0.021)     

        Path a         Path b  

                   Path c’       0.004 (0.017) 
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The results of this analysis, which are illustrated in Figure 4, also indicate that citizens’ 

frequency of use of online mass media serves to impact the strength of the various mediating 

relationships assessed. In greater detail, the interaction term in equation 1 (β13) represents the 

extent to which citizens’ frequency of use of online mass media moderates the relationship 

between social trust and trust in government. As this coefficient is significant, evidence suggests 

that citizens’ frequency of use of online mass media serves to impact the relationship between 

social trust and trust in government, yet it is not yet clear in what way. Additionally, Figure 4 

reveals that frequency of online mass media use is found to mediate paths a and b, but not found 

to bear any significant influence on path c’. Regarding the lack of a significant coefficient for 

path c’, this finding suggests that there is no direct relationship between citizens’ use of online 

mass media and trust in government, but rather that any influence that is present occurs via 

perceptions of government performance: just as was the case with e-government. Regarding the 

presence of a significant coefficient for path b, this finding suggests that citizens’ use of online 

mass media actually has a significant impact on the relationship between perceptions of 

government performance and trust in government. This finding stands in contrast to that of e-

government, where no significant relationship was found.  

The relationships that have been found above do not provide sufficient evidence to 

suggest how frequency of use of online mass media affects the relationship between social trust, 

perceptions of government performance, and trust in government. In order to gain further insight 

into how frequency of use of online mass media impacts these relationships simple slopes 

analyses must be conducted (Aiken and West 1991). 

Simple slope analysis is used to illustrate how the relationships between social trust, 

perceptions of government performance, and trust in government differ according to different 
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levels of use of online mass media. Table 22 illustrates the total effects, effects of social trust on 

perceptions of government performance, effects of perceptions of government performance on 

trust in government, and indirect effects: as the direct effects are not significant they are not 

included for assessment. Standard errors for indirect effects are calculated using Sobel tests, 

which are suitable for this research given the large sample size (Sobel 1986, Preacher et al. 2007). 

As is common with simple slope analysis, the high use of online mass media group was 

demarcated as all values one standard deviation above the mean value for frequency of e-

government use. The medium use group was estimated at the mean, and the low use group 

constituted all individuals that were less than one standard deviation below the mean (Aiken and 

West 1991). 
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[Table 22] Simple Slopes Analysis of online mass media27 

Total Effects 

Social TrustàTrust 

in Government (c) 

Low use of online 

mass media 

Medium use of 

online mass media 
High use of online mass media 

Slope of Coefficient 

(standard error) 
0.099(0.03)**** 0.069 (0.022)*** 0.039 (0.030) 

Effect of social trust on perceptions of government performance (path a) 

Social 

TrustàPerceptions 

of government 

performance (a) 

Low use of 

online mass 

media 

Medium use of online 

mass media 
High use of online mass media 

Slope of Coefficient 

(standard error) 

0.168**** 

(0.042) 
0.137**** (0.032) 0.106** (0.042) 

Effect of perceptions of government performance on trust in government (Path b) 

Social TrustàTrust 

in Government (b) 

Low use of 

online mass 

media 

Medium use of online 

mass media 
High use of online mass media 

Slope of Coefficient 

(standard error) 

      

0.447**** 

(0.024) 

0.482**** (0.020) 0.517**** (0.024) 

Indirect (mediated) effect of social trust on Trust in Government 

Social TrustàTrust 

in Government 

Low use of 

online mass 

media 

Medium use of online 

mass media 
High use of online mass media 

Slope of Coefficient 

(standard error) 

    0.075** 

(0.030) 
0.066**** (0.015) 0.054** (0.021) 

 

 

The findings illustrated in the table suggest that the effect of different levels of use of 

online mass media exhibit influences similar to those of e-government. First, the results suggest 

                                                             
27

 A simple slopes analysis of the direct effects can be found in appendix A.8. 
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that decreased use of online mass media strengthens the relationship between social trust and 

trust in government. As was the case with e-government, the differences between the magnitudes 

of the coefficients between the three groups are large in the total effects panel (path c), as well as 

in the panel assessing the relationship between social trust and perceptions of performance (path 

a). However, it should also be noted that the magnitude of the slopes is smaller when compared 

to those related to citizens’ use of e-government. The implication here is that, while e-

government appears to have a larger impact on relationships that are examined in this study, the 

only difference that exists between citizens’ use of online mass media and e-government are 

quantitative in nature (change in size of effect), rather than qualitative (change in sign of effect).  

 However, one important difference regarding citizens’ use of online mass media when 

compared to e-government, relates to its impact on the relationship between perceptions of 

government performance and trust in government. Here, for the relationship between perceptions 

of government performance and trust in government (path b), increased use of online mass media 

was found to strengthen the positive relationship between perceptions of government 

performance and trust in government. This finding, when taken with those explained in the 

paragraph above, illustrates that the nature of the moderating relationship that exists with respect 

to citizens’ use of online mass media is highly contingent on the type of relationship examined. 

 The final point to consider is the impact of citizens’ use of online mass media on the 

indirect effect of social trust on trust in government. Here, similar to the total effect (path c), 

what is found is that decreased use of online mass media positively affects the magnitude of the 

indirect effect of social trust on trust in government. This result is similar to that in the e-

government model, yet as was mentioned earlier the size of the coefficient related to the online 

mass media model is smaller when compared to the e-government model. As such, here too the 
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evidence suggests that between citizens’ use of online mass media and e-government use, the 

major difference to be found is one of quantity (size of the coefficient) rather than quality (sign 

of the coefficient). 

The findings presented in the model that assesses the impact of citizens’ use of online 

mass media imply that while mass media does not influence relationships between citizens’ 

social trust and perceptions of government performance of trust in government to the same 

degree citizens’ use of e-government does, citizens’ use of online mass media nevertheless plays 

an important role in building trust in government. This finding is peculiar, given that one's 

intuition would suggest that the mass media, which is charged with critically evaluating the 

activities of government, and which has been found to negatively spin stories about government 

in the name of enhancing readership, would subsequently lead citizens to trust their government 

less, or at least not possess an effect to citizens’ use of e-government, which has been argued to 

possess a positive bias with respect to its coverage of government activities. In the field of public 

administration research exploring implications stemming from citizens’ use of mass media is an 

anomaly, yet as the findings of this study suggest, doing so is very important, particularly when 

one considers the rapidly changing context in which administrative systems operate. Stemming 

from a better understanding of the ways in which citizens’ use of private sources of online mass 

media influence citizens’ perceptions of government performance and trust in government, 

perhaps government may be better able to tailor more effective and efficient e-government 

regimes. 
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4.4 Conclusion 

This chapter assessed how different levels of use of e-government impact the relationship 

between social trust and trust in government using a mediated moderation model. The mediating 

variable used was perceptions of government performance. What was found was that citizens’ 

frequency of use of e-government had a positive influence on the relationship between social 

trust and trust in government. This positive influence of e-government use was most pronounced 

on the relationship between social trust and perceptions of government performance. However, 

what was also found was that, while e-government was found to be useful in positively affecting 

levels of trust in government, the utility of this tool reduced dramatically as use increased.  

In order to better understand how useful e-government is as a tool for building trust in 

government, an additional assessment of the influence of citizens’ use of online mass media was 

conducted. What was found was citizens’ use of online mass media served to strengthen the 

relationship between social trust and trust in government, implying that online mass media use 

serves to positively influence levels of trust in government. Additionally, online mass media use 

was also found to positively influence the relationship that exists between perceptions of 

government performance and trust in government. Like e-government, it is also found that 

decreased use of online mass media serves to strengthen the relationship between social trust and 

trust in government. However, unlike the citizens’ use of e-government, increased use of online 

mass media was found to strengthen the relationship between perceptions of government 

performance and trust in government.  

Interestingly, the results of the model assessing the effects of frequency of use of mass 

media and the model assessing the effects of frequency of use of e-government are similar. 

Previous research has suggested that the impact of citizens’ use of online mass media and e-
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government would bear qualitatively different results, with citizens’ use of e-government likely 

to positively influence trust in government, while more critical mass media would be more likely 

to negatively affect citizens’ trust in government. However, the results of the models used in this 

research suggest that this is not that case and that rather online mass media and e-government 

have quite similar effects on citizens’ trust in government. As such, what is ultimately suggested 

by the analyses above is that the influence of online mass media and trust in government differ 

only in terms of the size of the impact, rather than the type of the impact.  

 A more thorough consideration and interpretation of the results of this study is provided 

in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

5.1 Principal Findings 

This research has attempted to resolve some of the confusion stemming from e-

government’s relationship to trust in government by elaborating on the process by which citizens’ 

use of e-government serves to affect trust in government. In doing so, particular attention was 

paid to the impact citizens’ use of e-government had on the relationship between levels of social 

trust (predisposition) and trust in government. Moreover, rather than interpreting a positive 

relationship among variables of interest to this research as evidence of e-government’s 

effectiveness in building trust, effects of citizens’ use of online mass media for the sake of 

contrast. Four principal findings were uncovered. 

First, citizens’ levels of social trust were found to positively influence citizens’ levels of 

trust in government. Additionally, this influence of social trust on trust in government is found to 

be indirect, as it occurs via social trust’s influence on perceptions of government performance. In 

sections 2.2.1.1 and 2.2.3.4 literature was discussed that explained that social trust, which is 

viewed as a generalized positive predisposition toward the world at large, is likely to influence 

citizens’ perceptions of government performance and subsequently also influence citizens’ levels 

of trust in government. Section 2.2.3.4 also explained that previous literature in the field of 

public administration nearly always finds a positive relationship between citizens’ perceptions of 

government performance and trust in government. Based on such arguments, this relationship 

between social trust, perceptions of government performance and trust in government is used in 

this study as a means of assessing how citizens’ use of e-government and online mass media 

might serve to influence their levels of trust in government. This point was explained in section 
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2.2.2.2, where previous literature was reviewed that suggested the transformative power of e-

government is largely derived from its ability to improve extant relationships between citizens 

and government, rather than creating new relationships.  

The second principal finding of this research is that citizens’ use of both e-government 

and online mass media appear to influence the relationship between citizens’ levels of social trust 

and their perceptions of government performance and trust in government. Section 2.2.2.1 

explained that the media, as well as government both are responsible for supplying citizens with 

information for the reason that this information will empower citizens to make decisions that 

align with their best interests. Thus, the belief inherent to the arguments outlined in section 

2.2.2.1 is that citizens will adjust their behaviors and attitudes according to the information 

related to government they acquire via mass media and the government. The next two principal 

findings discuss more specifically how citizens’ use of e-government and online mass media 

serve to impact their perceptions of government performance and trust in government.  

The third principal finding of this research was that the primary difference in terms of 

effects between frequency of e-government use and frequency of online mass media use is a 

quantitative one, as opposed to a qualitative one. In section 2.2.2.2, it was explained that 

previous literature commonly considers the information provided by government to citizens, via 

mediums such as e-government, to positively biased and that subsequently this information 

should serve to strengthen relationships between social trust, citizens’ perceptions of government 

performance and trust in government. In contrast to the impact of citizens’ use of e-government, 

section 2.2.2.3 has explained that the government related information afforded to citizens via 

mass media is argued by extant literature to possess a negative bias, and therefore serve to 

weaken relationships between social trust, citizens’ perceptions of government performance and 
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trust in government. However, this finding provides evidence to the contrary and suggests that 

citizens’ use of both e-government and online mass media serve to strengthen the relationship 

between social trust, perceptions of government performance and trust in government. Previous 

research has largely failed to compare implications that come from citizens’ use of these two 

mediums. Moreover, implications stemming from citizens’ use of online mass media have not 

been addressed empirically in the extant body of public administration literature. However, as the 

findings of this study suggest, implications of citizens’ use of both of these mediums may not be 

as distinctive as previous literature has suggested. 

The fourth principal finding of this research was that decreased use of e-government and 

online mass media was found to strengthen the relationship between social trust and trust in 

government. Among the research that has examined implications of citizens’ use of e-

government, there has been little explicit analysis of how frequency of use might impact citizens’ 

perceptions of government performance and trust in government. Rather, rhetoric surrounding e-

government commonly implies that increased use is better. Similar arguments can also be 

extended to citizens’ frequency of use of online mass media. This finding suggests that such 

assumptions are incorrect. Moreover these findings also suggest a surprisingly similar pattern 

with respect to the implications coming from citizens’ frequency of use of e-government and 

online mass media. 
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5.2 Discussion of Findings  

5.2.1 Theoretical Explanations 

Building on the point above, the first finding of this research to be discussed is the similar 

effects with respect to citizens’ frequency of use of online mass media and e-government on the 

relationship between social trust and trust in government. While there has been little empirical 

investigation of the influence citizens’ use of mass media may bear on their levels of trust in 

government, there is a sentiment that information on this medium is relatively negative when 

compared to e-government information: put differently, there is an assumed qualitative difference 

between the effects these two different sources have on citizens’ trust in government. This 

assumed qualitative difference between the two sources gives way to an additional untested 

assumption that e-government is a more effective tool for building trust in government when 

compared to online mass media. On both counts, the findings from sections 4.3.1 and 4.3.2 of 

this study call into question the aforementioned assumptions, demonstrating that the effects of 

citizens’ use of these mediums are very similar with respect to their influence on the relationship 

between social trust and trust in government and perceptions of government performance. Three 

explanations are considered. 

A first means of explaining these results relates to arguments about the increasing 

polarization of information online (Jaeger 2005). Some have claimed that the expansion of the 

Internet has served to foster an increasingly polarized information environment (Meneklis and 

Douligeris 2010). One impulse may be to consider the increased polarization from a negative 

perspective, and focus on implications stemming from the expansion of negative information that 

is now available to citizens (Prior 2006). Yet, the idea that the Internet leads to increased 

polarization of information also implies that positively biased information pertaining to 



141 
 

government is be expanding due to the Internet. Given the positive impact uncovered by this 

research between citizens’ use of online mass media on the relationship between social trust and 

citizens’ perceptions of government performance and trust in government, perhaps citizens are 

making greater use information that is positively biased than they are information that is 

negatively biased. Support for this point may be found from the descriptive statistics outlined in 

Table 16 in the previous chapter. In this table, variables assessing the extent to which citizens 

perceived mass media and government sources of information as being positively biased 

suggested that on average citizens considered the mass media sources they used to acquire 

information related to the Seoul Metropolitan government as possessing a greater positive bias in 

its reporting of government events than government sources themselves. Part of this perceived 

bias of online media may stem from controversies related to the Lee Myung bak administration. 

Recalling the efforts made by the Lee Myung bak administration to curb the dissemination of 

misinformation online and the relationships suggested to exist between his administration and 

major mass media outlets, it is also possible that many citizens perceive the media as being under 

the influence of the government and therefore positively biased in its reporting of news related to 

the national government and apparently the city of Seoul, too.  

Ultimately, what this explanation suggests is that there may be little difference between 

online mass media and e-government in terms of the content. While some form of content 

analysis would be needed in order to consider this explanation in a more substantive fashion, 

previous literature related to framing effects in the media may be interpreted as offering a degree 

of support for this line of explanation. Russell Entman (2004) has suggested that traditionally, 

information related to government has made its way to the public via a cascading network 

activation model, where information pertaining to government ‘cascades’ from government elites, 
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to non administrative elites, to mass media outlets, and ultimately to the public. The initial 

information that makes its way down the cascade from the government elites is argued to be 

carefully filtered or framed by elites in government in order to limit the extent to which the 

information can be ‘spun’ or reinterpreted to convey a message that is critical of government. For 

example, government may attempt to guide public discourse toward ‘safer’ topics and away from 

those that are more controversial or those that it is less prepared to deal with. Following this 

explanation, public discourse as it relates to government can be viewed as a top down, elite 

driven process that closely corresponds to existing status quos and the obligations that 

accompany them. The introduction of the online mass media has challenged this more traditional 

approach to framing public discourse in that the process of government information 

dissemination may now bypass elites, as new tools such as blogs and online discussion forums 

permit citizens to reach millions of potential readers for trivial costs. This development can be 

seen as empowering citizens to guide public discourse in a direction that serves to challenge 

existing status quos (Brainard 2003). In the literature review, it was suggested that due to such 

differences citizens’ use of online mass media and e-government were likely to bear differently 

on the relationship between social trust, perceptions of government performance and trust in 

government. Keeping these points in mind, the findings of this study may therefore suggest that 

the Seoul Metropolitan government in particular and the Korean government more generally still 

plays a very influential role in guiding public discourse related to government. This strong 

influence leads to congruence in the information that is spread to the public via e-government 

and online mass media, and thereby accounts for the similar ways in which citizens use of online 

mass media and e-government impact the relationships of interest to this study.  
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A second explanation, which builds on the first, relates to how distinctive citizens 

perceive these two information sources as being. Recalling the correlation table and the 

descriptive statistics outlined earlier, both online e-government use and online mass media use 

were highly correlated with each other (r=0.550), while the mean value of citizens’ frequency of 

use of e-government and online mass media were also found to be very similar (e-government: 

2.23: online mass media: 2.77). The high correlation and similar averages may imply that 

citizens do not perceive these two mediums as being very distinct from one another. While this 

study is not in a position to directly confirm or contest this assumption, the similarities between 

the two mediums certainly suggest that citizens’ perceptions of these two mediums are not as 

distinct as one might expect. This perception of similarity (lack of distinctiveness) between 

frequency of use of online mass media and e-government may stem from two factors.  

The first relates to the argument, which suggests that content wise, these two sources are 

very similar. This similarity of content results in a situation whereby the delivery of information 

to citizens by the two sources may also begin to converge, thereby resulting in a situation where 

citizens are not able to clearly distinguish what sources of information are ‘government’ and 

which sources are ‘online mass media’. To explain, the Seoul Metropolitan government has gone 

to great lengths to connect with citizens via a variety of increasingly diverse formats that range 

from online newspapers, to online news broadcasts, to various cartoons. Thus, not only in terms 

of content, but also the increasingly ‘entertaining’ way in which government information is 

presented to readers may also stimulate confusion among readers as to the source of the 

information. In the field of management this confusion over whether a service is provided by a 

public or private entity is referred to as an error in attribution (Kelly and Swindell 2002). 

Building on this first factor, the second factor to be considered is the increased integration of 
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different sources of information online. Whereas in the past switching between different sources 

of information required some form of conscious decision, due to various means of advertising 

online and linking different web pages it is now very simple to move from one page to another, 

without being aware that the source has actually changed. However, if this is the case it is 

important for future research to develop and validate better ways of measuring citizens’ use of e-

government, paying particular attention to ensuring the distinctiveness of e-government from 

online mass media. 

 A third explanation can also be considered. Here, the argument is that information in 

general, rather than any particular form of information, such as information coming from private 

bloggers or the government, stands to influence the relationship between citizens’ social trust, 

perceptions of government performance and trust in government in the same way. To this end, it 

may be important for research in the field of public administration to pay greater attention to 

understanding relationships between the extent to which citizens feel informed about government 

and their levels of trust in government. Previous research that has assessed links between the 

extent to which citizens feel informed about a given topic and their attitudes typically suggests a 

positive link. Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer (2012) have found that the more informed citizens 

felt regarding an issue the less of an impact citizens’ use of e-government websites for 

information about said issue had on their levels of trust in government, leading the authors to 

conclude that the extent to which citizens feel informed regarding a particular topic plays an 

important role in influencing their levels of trust in government. Following this line of 

argumentation, it may be in the government’s interest to ensure that, irrespective of the source, 

citizens have access to a breadth of information and actively consume said information. Simon 

(1959) is well known for his arguments related to bounded rationality, suggesting that individuals 
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ability to be rational is contingent on the extent to which they are informed, whereby the more 

one feels informed, the more empowered they feel in terms of their capacity to make a decision 

that aligns with their best interests. When applied to the decision to trust, the extent to which one 

has information regarding a topic may reduce the degree to which they feel vulnerable, and as 

such impact the relationship between an individual’s disposition to trust, their perceptions of 

government performance and their trust in government: here the content of the message is not as 

important as the individuals sense that they feel informed. While the findings of this study do 

suggest that e-government possesses a greater impact on citizens’ levels of trust in government, it 

is nevertheless important for future research to consider in greater detail whether citizens’ use of 

online mass media may also serve to positively impact citizens’ perceptions of government 

performance, given its potential to serve as a means of helping citizens feel more informed. 

Conceivably, if citizens’ online mass media use stands to positive influence the relationship 

between social trust and trust in government, this may call into question the relevance of research 

advocating the use of e-government as a means of affecting public opinion. 

In addition to the similar effects of online mass media use and e-government use, another 

finding that is rather surprising is that decreased, as opposed to increased use of e-government 

was found to positively influence the relationship between citizens’ social trust and trust in 

government, with this influence largely occurring via an impact on the relationship between 

social trust and perceptions of government performance. Moreover, a similar, yet less 

pronounced effect is also found with respect to citizens’ use of online mass media. This finding is 

unexpected in that, while not explicitly examined by extant literature, there is an untested and 

unquestioned assumption that ‘more is better’: more frequent use of e-government by citizens 

will enhance citizens’ disposition to trust their government. Yet the findings of this research offer 
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evidence to support the opposite. Thus, while both e-government and online mass media use are 

important, citizens’ frequent use of both of these mediums may decrease the extent to which they 

are useful. 

  One possible explanation of this finding may come from the field of social psychology 

and relates more specifically to the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) (Petty and Cacioppo 

1986). ELM reasons that information can influence an individual’s attitudes about a given topic 

via one of two routes, those being the central route or peripheral routes (Petty et al. 2008). The 

two routes are differentiated from each other according to intention to acquire information: the 

central route views the acquisition of new information as intentional, whereas the peripheral 

route views new information as passively acquired, or unintentional. With the central route, after 

new information is acquired by an individual, it is evaluated according to preexisting knowledge. 

Following this, as Petty et al. (2008) explain “once people have thoughts about the message, the 

final step involves integrating the new thoughts into one’s overall cognitive structure” (p. 134). 

The implication here is that as citizens come to acquire more information regarding a given topic, 

the marginal impact of additional information is reduced. Therefore, one of the propositions 

offered by ELM is that those who possess more prior knowledge regarding a topic are going to 

be less affected by the new information they come across when compared to those who possess 

less information on a particular topic (Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer 2012). For example, 

someone who reads the news everyday and knows more about their government is not likely to 

react as strongly to positive or negative information related to government when compared to 

someone who only reads the news once a week.  

Among users of online mass media and e-government, individuals who frequently use 

these sources for information about their government are likely to be better informed than those 



147 
 

who use these sources less frequently for information: someone who reads the online news 

everyday is likely to know more about the affairs of their government than someone who reads 

the online news once a week. As such, when viewed through a lens of ELM, the findings of this 

research are not surprising. Nevertheless, despite the prominence of ELM in research that deals 

with attitude change, such as advertising, there is nearly no mention of ELM in research that 

attempts to explain how citizens’ use of e-government in particular and information more 

generally may serve to affect their levels of trust in government. The findings of this research 

suggest the importance of considering in greater detail the marginal utility of e-government. This 

point is important to explore in future research when taking into consideration the extent to 

which the Seoul Metropolitan government in particular has emphasized the importance of e-

government as a means of connecting with citizens. Rather than being seen as possessing a 

particular universal impact on the various relationships citizens have with their government, 

perhaps the utility of e-government differs according to various segments of the population, with 

determinants such as sense of feeling informed serving to differentiate the utility of e-

government.  

Building on the point above, while the findings of this study suggest that frequency of use 

of e-government is inversely related to levels of trust in government, this finding should not be 

taken to suggest that citizens’ use of e-government negatively influences citizens’ trust in 

government or that it lacks any impact. This is because, at no level of e-government use was a 

significantly negative impact on the relationship between social trust, perceptions of government 

performance and trust in government uncovered. Across most levels of use and among all of the 

significant relationships that were uncovered, citizens’ use of e-government served to strengthen 

relationships between social trust and perceptions of government performance and trust in 
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government. What is suggested by these findings is that greater attention must be paid to 

understanding contingencies associated with the use of e-government as a tool to build trust in 

government. Clearly there are various contingencies to be accounted for, yet these contingencies 

are not addressed at all in the extant literature on this topic. Therefore, for governments to make 

more effective use of this potentially powerful tool it is essential to take time in exploring just 

where the caveats apply with respect to the utility to this new tool. 

 

5.2.2 External Validity of this study’s findings 

This study has focused on Seoul, which is by many accounts an exceptional case in which to 

study e-government. Not only does Seoul possess the most developed e-government in the world, 

but it is also experiencing a variety of shifts from an administrative perspective, which more 

generally relate to decentralization at the local level of government in an effort to deepen 

democracy by way of enhancing government’s accountability to citizens’ (Ahn and 

Brettschneider 2011). These factors suggest that some caution must be exercised when 

attempting to generalize this study’s findings to other national contexts. Further, within South 

Korea, the context of Seoul can also be viewed as an exceptional case to carry out this study in 

that, as was mentioned in the introductory chapter, Seoul is much more developed than many 

other areas of the nation, and is the locus of political and economic power. Thus, here too, proper 

caution must be exercised when attempting to generalize this study’s findings to other local 

governments within South Korea. 

 In terms of the generalizability of this study’s findings to other national contexts, 

particular care should be exercised regarding the impact of citizens’ frequency of use of e-
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government and online mass media on the relationship between social trust, perceptions of 

government performance and trust in government. While being highly developed, Seoul still has 

a relatively young democracy, which means that citizens of Seoul may react differently to the 

information they consume regarding their government when compared to citizens in contexts that 

have had longer periods of democratic rule. For example, in younger democracies, where 

governments have only recently began to enhance openness permit a free press, citizens may 

react more positively to greater availability of information related to government and be less 

concerned regarding the content. The reason for this is that citizens in younger democracies may 

interpret the presence of greater information related to government as an attempt to embrace 

democratic norms and a break with non democratic practices of the past. This point is discussed 

in section 2.1.3. Alternatively, in contexts with longer periods of democratic rule, citizens may be 

accustomed to having access to information about their government and place greater weight on 

the content. Thus, in generalizing this study’s findings to other national contexts it is important to 

acknowledge that experiences with democracy and subsequently citizens’ access to information 

about their government may serve to differentiate the impact of citizens’ use of e-government 

and online mass media on the relationship between social trust, perceptions of government 

performance and trust in government across different national contexts. 

Additionally, the content of information provided by e-government and online mass 

media is also likely to differ across national contexts. The content of information that is made 

available to citizens by the mass media is argued to be a function of the relationships that exist 

between citizens, government elites and media elites, whereas the types of information makes 

available to the public often serves to further a particular political ambition of the current 

administration. These points are discussed in sections 2.2.2.2 and 2.2.2.3. Therefore, the type of 
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information that is provided to citizens by their government is likely to be a result of the 

particular needs of the current administration, as well as the particular relationships that have 

evolved between the mass media outlets, citizens and their government over the years.  

 Regarding the ability to generalize these findings to other local governments within the 

context of South Korea, particular care should be emphasized when considering the similar 

impact that comes from citizens’ use of online mass media and e-government on the relationship 

between social trust, perceptions of government performance and trust in government. As was 

explained throughout this dissertation, the Seoul Metropolitan government has invested heavily 

in developing a sophisticated e-government infrastructure. Yet the same sophisticated e-

government infrastructure is not likely to exist in other local governments across South Korea. 

This difference suggests that citizens of local governments outside of Seoul may not only make 

less use of e-government, but also may view a greater distinction between information coming 

from online mass media sources and e-government sources, as e-government may lack the same 

degree of sophisticated delivery and presentation as online mass media possesses. Following this 

logic, the impact of citizens’ use of online mass media and e-government in various local 

governments outside of Seoul may exhibit influences that are quite different from those found by 

this study given that citizens may perceive these sources as more distinct from each other in 

other local government contexts within South Korea. 

 Finally, while Seoul may be an extreme case in the sense that it possesses an highly 

advanced state of e-government despite being a relatively young democracy, some of the 

findings of this study may be generalized to other young democracies that are also pursuing 

various e-government centered reforms: for example nations in Eastern Europe or to a lesser 

extent Northern Africa. More specifically, this study has suggested that the consequences of 
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Seoul citizens’ use of e-government were similar to those of using online mass media. One way 

of explaining this finding, as mentioned earlier, is that the Seoul Metropolitan government still 

exercises considerable influence over public discourse related to government. This finding may 

also be applicable to other young democracies as well for the reason that freedom of the press is 

likely to be a relatively recent development in such contexts. Subsequently, governments in 

younger democracies are likely to exercise a degree of influence on public discourse as it relates 

to government, particularly when compared to more nations with more mature democracies. 

Given the possibility of greater government control over the media in younger democracies, 

citizens in such contexts may not be able to make a distinction between the information that is 

provided by the government through various freedom of information acts or e-government 

mediated transparency initiatives and that which is provided by online mass media. A second 

finding of this research that may also be generalized to nations with younger democracies relates 

to the way citizens’ frequency of use of e-government serves to impact the relationships between 

social trust, perceptions of government performance, and trust in government. As was mentioned 

earlier, it is possible that experiences with democracy influence the way in which citizens react 

to information related to government. To this end, the impact of citizens’ frequency of use of 

online mass media and e-government on the relationship between social trust, perceptions of 

government performance and online mass media may be similar, and diminish as citizens’ levels 

of use increase.  
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5.3 Policy Implications 

For the field of public administration, e-government has been promoted as a panacea, which can 

be used as a method of efficiently and effectively reducing levels of corruption (Bertot et al. 

2010), enhancing transparency/information provision (Grimmelikhuijsen 2012), improving 

service provision (Scott 2004) and more generally serving to foster more positive relationships 

between citizens and their government. For local governments, who are now faced with adopting 

new competencies in the face of various decentralization reforms, e-government can be used as a 

tool in executing new tasks more efficiently. This study has investigated how e-government, as a 

means of enhancing government transparency, may serve to influence citizens’ disposition to 

trust their government, focusing in particular on the case of Seoul, South Korea.  

Transparency has been suggested as a method of positively influencing the citizens’ 

perceptions of government performance (Van de Walle and Roberts 2008) and trust in 

government (Welch et al. 2005). Ho and Park (2012) have argued that for local governments 

today, a major hurdle that must be overcome with respect to enhancing citizens’ perceptions of 

government performance and subsequently trust in government is a lack of accurate information 

possessed by citizens regarding the activities their government is engaging in. As such, they 

reason that governments’ ability to improve citizens’ perceptions of government performance is 

contingent on their ability to provide citizens with accurate information. Similar sentiments have 

been echoed by Kelly (2002) who argued that citizens’ lack of satisfaction with public services 

and the performance of the public sector more generally were attributable to citizens lacking 

accurate information regarding the performance of their public sector. Thus, government’s use of 

e-government as a means of enhancing government transparency in particular, and providing 

citizens with accurate information regarding the affairs of their government more generally is 
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reasoned to possess the potential to positively influence citizens’ perceptions of government 

performance and trust in government (Tolbert and Mossberger 2006). This research has assessed 

such claims at the level of local government and bears the following implications for policy 

makers who intend to make use of e-government to foster higher levels of trust in government 

and more generally aspire to improve relationships between citizens and their government 

through the use of ICT.  

In a broad sense, the findings of this research can be interpreted to suggest that the utility 

of e-government as a means of improving relationships between citizens and their government 

will vary over different segments of the population. For research on e-government, this notion is 

not new. For example, a rich vein of literature has suggested that the utility of e-government will 

differ according to income levels and age groups (Reddick 2005, Helbig et al. 2009). Such 

arguments relate to the notion of a digital divide that exists in society, whereby certain groups of 

citizens will be less likely to make use of government (i.e. old or poor) when compared to other 

groups (i.e. young or wealthy) (Goldfinch et al. 2009). The digital divide proposes that the utility 

of e-government can be seen as differing according to citizens’ ability to use or access the 

Internet. Therefore, in order to capitalize on the transformative potential of e-government as a 

means of improving relationships between citizens and their government, it was argued that e-

government use had to become more diffuse and accessible to all citizens (Helbig et al. 2009). 

Policy makers have heeded these arguments and attempted to facilitate the use of e-government, 

diversify the content in order to appeal to a broader range of the population, and made attempts 

to diversify the delivery of e-government services to citizens (Seoul Capital News 2010).  

This study expands on the idea put forth by the digital divide and suggests that, in order 

for government to capitalize on the transformative potential of e-government, policy makers 
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must now pay more attention to understanding how the consequences of citizens’ use of e-

government differ over various segments of the population. Most commonly research on e-

government tends to assume a universal impact and does not take into consideration how the 

consequences of e-government use may differ according to characteristics of users, whether 

those characteristics be age, education, satisfaction with service provision, or frequency of use, 

as was the case in this study. In assuming a universal impact of e-government, policy makers fail 

to develop a more dynamic understanding of the ways in which e-government can be used as a 

tool to improve relationships that exist between citizens and their government, which perhaps 

leads them to miss out on many of the benefits that are often suggested to accompany citizens’ 

use. Indeed, as the findings of this study have demonstrated, the way the consequences of 

citizens’ use of e-government might differ over various segments of the population can be rather 

unexpected.  

Additionally, this study has suggested that the process by which e-government affects 

trust in government is very important in determining how effective a tool e-government is in 

building trust. Previous research has often times contented itself with a positive association with 

trust in government in suggesting the utility of e-government as a tool for building trust in 

government. Yet, as the findings of the study suggest, a positive association means very little as it 

fails to provide any insight into the underlying mechanisms and relationships that are responsible 

for generating that positive association. Failure to account for a particular path may lead to 

unintended policy outcomes or misspecified policy objectives. Thus for policy makers, attempts 

to uncover processes that relate e-government use to outcomes of interest, such as increased trust 

in government, may not only offer greater clarity with respect to the relationship between trust in 
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government and e-government, but also give policy makers information that allows them to 

make more effective use of e-government to build trust and positively impact public opinion. 

Both of these implications can be taken to more generally suggest that more work needs 

to be done in terms of understanding the limitations that relate to e-government. Much of the 

extant literature is full of normative arguments that lack sufficient empirical and theoretical 

justification. Despite a lack of empirical or theoretical justification to support the normative 

arguments outlined in the literature, policy makers seemingly take to e-government as a means of 

improving all aspects of the public sector and adhere to a belief that ‘more is better’. When e-

government fails to live up to the normative arguments public officials are often blamed by 

academics for being too passive in their applications of e-government, or attempting to make use 

of e-government to reinforce existing status quos (Chadwick and May 2003). Yet, it is also likely 

that e-government, despite all of its potential is not without its limitations. The limitations related 

to the utility of e-government make up a subject that, surprisingly, has not attracted much 

attention from practitioners and academics alike. This dearth in the literature is becoming 

increasingly pronounced as governments engage in more and more expansive and ambitious e-

government projects. 

Based on the implications addressed above, a final point should also be considered here. 

As little research has been done to understand the contingencies associated with citizens’ use of 

e-government, there is also a lack of understanding of how the content of the information 

provided to citizens via e-government influences their dispositions to trust government. This lack 

of understanding is likely to detract from government’s ability to use e-government in a way that 

positively influence relationships that exist between citizens and their government, such as those 

that relate to trust in government, as well as other constructs. Therefore, an initial point to be 



156 
 

made is that there is a need for research to place greater emphasis on understanding how the 

content of information citizens access via e-government serves to influence relationships such as 

those that were examined in this research. A subsequent point to be made here is that, in addition 

to attempting to better understand influences related to the content of information citizens access 

via e-government, greater efforts also need to be made by government to provide citizens with 

information that relates specifically to their concerns and interests. By using e-government as a 

means of providing citizens with such information, relationships between citizens and 

government can be strengthened as government can more effectively manage citizens’ 

expectations and understanding of government processes. However, at present, it was suggested 

that the process of information dissemination is a top down process that is likely to be driven by 

government. From the perspective of government, the utility of this approach is that it may afford 

government the ability to safeguard existing status quos. However, this approach also serves to 

limit the effectiveness of e-government as a tool to improve relationships between citizens and 

their government. One method of providing citizens with information that relates to their specific 

concerns and interests is to decentralize information dissemination and assign greater 

responsibility to local governments for providing citizens with information. In the local 

government literature, it is commonly argued that decentralization allows government to deliver 

public services to citizens that more closely align with citizens’ preferences and needs (Osborne 

1993, Boyne 1998, Faguet 2004). This logic may also be applied to the provision to the citizens 

of information related to the government. 
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5.4 Limitations of this Study and Implications for Future Research 

Like any piece of research, this study is not without its limitations. A first limitation to be address 

is the conceptualization of e-government that is adopted by this research. This study focuses 

exclusively on the information dimension of e-government, and treats this dimension as if it were 

mutually exclusive of the other dimensions of e-government, such as the interactive/participatory 

dimension or the service provision dimension. In reality, citizens are not likely able to distinguish 

their use of e-government for information from the interactive and public service dimensions of 

e-government. This may lead to questions of whether citizens’ use of e-government can actually 

be compared to their use of online mass media, given that the two mediums differ in terms of 

their functions. However, this shortcoming is not specific to this research, as was explained in 

section 3.2.4. As such, it is important for future research to develop more sophisticated methods 

of measuring citizens’ use of e-government so as to better understand the consequences that 

result from citizens’ use of e-government for specific purposes (i.e. public services or simply to 

read the news).  

A second limitation to be addressed is that this study measures citizens’ perceived use of 

e-government and online mass media rather than their actual use. This creates two possible issues. 

First, it is possible that citizens were confounded the items used to measure online mass media 

with those used to measure citizens’ use of e-government. Given that the Seoul Metropolitan 

government’s e-government system is so sophisticated, the city is able to communicate citizens 

through a variety of online channels, some of which citizens are aware of, and others which 

citizens are not aware of: in the latter instance citizens may mistakenly assume that this channel 

of communication belongs to the online mass media category. The possible inability of citizens 

to adequately distinguish e-government items from online mass media items may contribute 
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toward the similar mean values of citizens’ frequency of use of these two mediums, as well as 

their similar impacts on the relationships of interest to this study. A second issue is that, in 

recalling their use of different items used to measure e-government, citizens confounded e-

government channels at the local government level (Seoul) with those at the central government 

level. Kelly and Swindell (2000) have suggested that citizens are often unaware of the level of 

government a piece of information or a particular service is provided by. As such, it is likely that 

citizens are also confused about whether a particular e-government website is provided by the 

Seoul Metropolitan government, a gu (local administrative district) government or the central 

government. This issue has not been addressed by the current body of e-government literature 

but deserves further consideration. 

A third limitation that should be addressed is the potential for endogeneity to exist 

between the variables of interest to this study. As was explained in section 4.2.1, as well as 

elsewhere in this dissertation, there is some degree of debate over the causal relationship 

between social trust, perceptions of government performance, and trust in government. While 

previous literature was discussed so as to suggest a one directional, rather than a two directional 

relationship between the variables of interest to this study, there is still the potential for 

endogeneity to exist in the data. One means of addressing this issue is through the use of 

instrumental variables and subsequent simultaneous equation models. However, as Wooldridge 

(2003) points out, identifying instrumental variables is a difficult task. This statement is likely to 

ring true for this study in particular in that there is a lack of research that has attempted to 

identify variables that may be used to instrument citizens’ levels of social trust or perceptions of 

government performance. As such, future research is needed to address such limitations.  
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5.5 Conclusion 

This dissertation has focused on examining the relationship between citizens’ use of e-

government and trust in government. In particular, this research was guided by the following 

questions: how does greater use of e-government by citizens serve to influence the relationship 

between social trust and trust in government?: and how does greater use of online mass media by 

citizens serve to influence the relationship between social trust and trust in government? This 

latter question was incorporated so as to substantiate findings that related to the first question. In 

this study, social trust was considered as a form of citizen predisposition toward government. 

The findings of this research suggest that the effects of e-government are contingent on 

the extent to which the individual makes use of e-government for information about their 

government. More specifically, less frequent use of e-government by citizens tended to have a 

stronger impact on the relationship between citizens’ social trust and trust in government, 

whereas more frequent use was found to have less of an impact. In addition, the impact of 

citizens’ frequency of use of e-government on the relationships of interest to this study were 

found to be very similar to the effects associated with citizens’ use of online mass media. This 

finding was unexpected in that previous literature suggests that online mass media is negatively 

biased in its coverage of government. These findings can be taken to suggest that the extent to 

which citizens are informed regarding the activities of their government may be more relevant to 

levels of trust in government than the actual sources they use to obtain this information from.  

E-government is a topic that has attracted a great deal of debate in recent years. Much of 

this debate can be attributed to the fact that, despite possessing a great deal of potential to 

positively transform the relationships between citizens and their government, a growing vein of 

literature has come to suggest that this new tool is failing to live up to its promise. This research 
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has attempted to address this debate by inquiring into the process by which e-government 

influences citizens’ trust in government and then examining whether that process differed when 

compared citizens’ use of online mass media. While this research constitutes but a small attempt 

to gain insight into how e-government may be used as a tool to positively influence relationships 

between citizens and the government, it is also hoped that the contributions made by this 

dissertation help to move research related to e-government in the fields of public administration 

and public management forward.  

The findings constitute one small attempt to help to clarify how citizens’ use of this 

potentially transformative new tool, e-government, may be used as a means of improving 

relationships between citizens’ and their government. 
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Appendix 1: Effects for the relationship between e-government, social trust 
and trust in government (eq1) 
 

 
Trust in Government 

 

Social Trust 0.67*** (0.022) 
Frequency of use of e-government -0.013 (0.028) 
Social Trust x Frequency of use of e-government -0.068 (0.019) 

Control Variables  
Gender 0.003 (0.195) 
Age -0.021 (0.024) 
Education 0.005 (0.023) 

Income -0.032 (0.021) 
Family with children 0.025 (0.046) 
Receive government subsidy 0.003 (49.5) 
Public service satisfaction 0.401 (0.024)**** 
Get offline government information                          
(private) 

0.004 (0.028) 

Get offline government     information 
(government) 

-0.028 (0.025) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(mass media) 

0.008 (0.021) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(government) 

-0.022 (0.021) 

Number of friends -0.023* (0.013) 
Political ideology 0.352**** (0.086) 

Participation in a political party 0.006 (0.049) 
Use of online mass media 0.085*** (0.030) 
Trust in Seoul citizens 0.103**** (0.023) 

Constant 1.881 (7.250) 

Adjusted R-squared 0.397 
F-value 34.058**** 
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Appendix 2: Effects for the relationship between e-government, social trust 
and perceptions of governemnt performance  (eq2) 
 

 
Perceptions of government 

performance 

 

Social Trust 0.137**** (0.031) 
Frequency of use of e-government -0.001 (0.038) 
Social Trust x Frequency of use of e-government -0.080** (0.028) 

Control Variables  
Gender -0.002 (0.027) 
Age -0.063* (0.036) 
Education -0.010 (0.033) 

Income 0.002 (0.029) 

Family with children 0.008 (0.058) 
Receive government subsidy 0.037 (1.361) 

Public service satisfaction 0.543**** (0.031) 
Get offline government information 
(private) 

-0.003 (0.040) 

Get offline government     information 
(government) 

-0.002 (0.039) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(mass media) 

-0.043 (0.031) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(government) 

0.003 (0.031) 

Number of friends -0.028 (0.018) 

Political ideology 0.303**** (0.127) 
Participation in a political party 0.145** (0.073) 

Use of online mass media 0.015 (0.041) 

Trust in Seoul citizens 0.166**** (0.032) 

Constant -1.038*** (0.001) 

Adjusted r-squared 0.408 

F-value 35.729**** 
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Appendix 3: Mediated Relationship for e-government use (eq3) 
 

 
Trust in Government 

 

Social Trust 0.009 (0.040) 

Frequency of use of e-government -0.030 (0.050) 
Social trust x Frequency of use of e-government -0.022 (0.039) 
Perceptions of government performance 0.480**** (0.045) 
Perceptions of government performance x Frequency of 
use of e-government 

0.019 (0.038) 

Control Variables  

Gender 0.004 (0.035) 

Age 0.010 (0.044) 

Education 0.008 (0.043) 

Income -0.031 (0.039) 

Family with children 0.021 (0.081) 

Receive government subsidy 0.017 (0.144) 

Public service satisfaction 0.140*** (0.045) 

Get offline government information 
(private) 

0.005 (0.048) 

Get offline government     information 
(government) 

-0.027 (0.044) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(mass media) 

0.007 (0.037) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(government) 

-0.004 (0.036) 

Number of friends -0.011 (0.022) 

Political ideology 0.200 (0.154) 

Participation in a political party -0.064 (0.920) 

Use of online mass media 0.078 (0.052) 

Trust in Seoul citizens 0.022 (0.040) 

Constant 2.395**** (0.306) 

Adjusted r-squared 0.669 

F-value 87.644**** 
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Appendix 4: Effects for the relationship between online mass media, social 
trust and trust in government (eq1) 
 

 
Trust in Government 

 

Social Trust 0.069*** (0.022) 

Frequency of use of online mass media 0.052* (0.030) 
Social Trust x Frequency of use of online mass media -0.030* (0.018) 

Control Variables  
Gender 0.005 (0.019) 
Age -0.022 (0.025) 
Education 0.003 (0.024) 
Income -0.031 (0.022) 

Family with children 0.061 (0.052) 
Receive government subsidy 0.007 (0.019) 
Public service satisfaction 0.398**** (0.024) 

Get offline government information                          
(private) 

0.009 (0.030) 

Get offline government     information 
(government) 

-0.034 (0.027) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(mass media) 

0.013 (0.022) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(government) 

-0.032 (0.022) 

Number of friends -0.017 (0.013) 
Political ideology 0.367**** (0.089) 
Participation in a political party -0.025 (0.053) 

Use of e-government -0.012 (0.023) 

Trust in Seoul citizens 0.069**** (0.022) 

Constant 1.870 (0.174) 

Adjusted R-squared 0.412 
F-value 32.588**** 
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Appendix 5: Effects for the relationship between online mass media, social 
trust and perceptions of governemnt performance  (eq2) 
 

 
Perceptions of government 

performance 

 

Social Trust 0.137**** (0.032) 
Frequency of use of online mass media 0.009 (0.041) 
Social Trust x Frequency of use of mass media -0.032* (0.018) 

Control Variables  
Gender 0.002 (0.027) 
Age -0.062* (0.036) 

Education -0.012 (0.033) 

Income 0.001 (0.029) 

Family with children 0.008 (0.058) 
Receive government subsidy 0.036 (8.024) 

Public service satisfaction 0.546**** (0.032) 
Get offline government information 
(private) 

0.004 (0.039) 

Get offline government     information 
(government) 

-0.007 (0.039) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(mass media) 

0.003 (0.031) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(government) 

-0.042 (0.031) 

Number of friends -0.025 (0.018) 

Political ideology 0.294** (0.128) 
Participation in a political party 0.150** (0.074) 

Use of e-government -0.001 (0.038) 

Trust in Seoul citizens 0.166**** (0.032) 

Constant -1.038 (1.200) 

Adjusted r-squared 0.410 

F-value 32.327**** 
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Appendix 6: Mediated Relationship for online mass media use (eq3) 
 

 
Trust in Government 

 

Social Trust 0.004 (0.017) 

Frequency of use of online mass media 0.052*** (0.020) 
Social trust x Frequency of use of online mass media -0.022 (0.016) 
Perceptions of government performance 0.480**** (0.021) 
Perceptions of government performance x Frequency of 
use of online mass media 

0.034** (0.014) 

Control Variables  

Gender 0.005 (0.015) 

Age 0.011 (0.019) 

Education 0.008 (0.018) 

Income -0.029* (0.016) 

Family with children 0.022 (0.037) 

Receive government subsidy 0.016 (14.329) 

Public service satisfaction 0.136**** (0.021) 

Get offline government information 
(private) 

-0.029 (0.017) 

Get offline government     information 
(government) 

0.006 (0.021) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(mass media) 

-0.004 (0.015) 

Government Information is positively biased 
(government) 

0.006 (0.015) 

Number of friends -0.017 (0.009) 

Political ideology 0.193** (0.069) 

Participation in a political party -0.068 (0.042) 

Use of online e-government -0.032 (0.023) 

Trust in Seoul citizens 0.021 (0.018) 

Constant 2.418 

Adjusted r-squared 0.674 

F-value 85.299**** 
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Appendix 7: Simple slopes analysis of direct effects for e-government use 
model 
 

Social 
TrustàTrust in 

Government (C’) 

Low use of e-
government 

Medium use of e-
government 

High use of e-
government 

Slope of 
Coefficient 

(standard error) 
0.031 (0.071) 0.009 (0.04) -0.013 (0.033) 

T-value 0.434 0.225 -0.392 

P-value 0.664 0.822 0.695 
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Appendix 8: Simple slopes analysis of the direct effects for online mass media 
model 
 

Social TrustàTrust 
in Government 

(C’) 

Low use of online 
mass media 

Medium use of 
online mass media 

High use of online 
mass media 

Slope of 
Coefficient 

(standard error) 
0.030 (0.024) 0.007 (0.017) -0.016 (0.025) 

T-value 1.245 0.412 -0.640 

P-value 0.221 0.686 0.514 
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국문초록 
 
 
 
 
시민들  정 신뢰   는 정  효과 에 한 , 혹  시민들  행복과 

사회  해 정 가 해야할 다양한 가치들에 한 만큼 하다. 러한 

에  그 동안 많  학 들  정 신뢰에 향  주는 행 들  무엇 지에 한 

연  진행해 다. 지난 10  상 많  연 들  E-Government(전 정 )가 시민들  

정 신뢰  끌어 릴 수 는 한 수단   것 라 주 해 다. 러한 연 들  

지는 전 정  활  시민들 하여  정 과에 한 합리적   형 하도  

도우 , 정 에 한 보다 보다 정확한 해  진시키고, 는 결과적  정 에 한 

신뢰   수 다는 것 다. 사실 러한 리에 하여 계  많  가들  

시민들  정 신뢰  향상시키는 수단  전 정  도 해 다. 그러나, 시민들  

전 정  활 과 정 신뢰간  계에 한 실 연 는 종종 상 는 결과  

도 하 , 결과적  전 정 가 과연 정 신뢰  향상시키는 효과적  수단 지에 

한 문  야 하 다.  

 에 본 연 는 시민들  전 정  활  정 신뢰에 미치는 향  실 적  

연 하는  그 적  다. 보다 체적  시민들  전 정  활  정 신뢰에 향 

미치게 는 그 과정(process)  해하는  적  다.  해 시민들  전 정  

활  적  신뢰 향과 정 신뢰 사  계에 향  미치는지 하 다. 한 

시민들  정 과에 한 식  적  신뢰 향과 정 신뢰 사  계  매개하는 

할 것  제시 었다. 러한 계들  실 적  하  해, 전 정 가  개 어 

운 고 는 울특별시  그 사  정하여 연  진행하 다. 전 정  활 과 

 체적   해 시민들  라  매스미 어(online mass media)  

사  하는 향 도 연 에 포함하 다.  

 결과 시민들  전 정  활  그들  적  신뢰 향과 정  신뢰간 

계에 정적  향  미치는 것  나타났 , 러한 계는 정 과에 한 식에 

해  매개 고  실 적  확 었다. 한 전 정  정적  향  그 

활 빈도가 가  그 상 적 향  감 하 다. 다  흥미 운 견  시민들  

라  매스미 어( 적  정  정적  묘사하는 것  알 진 매체)  활  

정도는 신뢰에 향  미치는 것  알 졌는 , 러한 결과는 전 정  활  결과  

사한 것  나타났다. 러한 결과는 시민들  전 정  활 과 정 신뢰 사  계에 

한 복  확히 보여 다. 한, 러한 연 결과는 정 에 한 신뢰  수  

 해  어떻게 전 정  술  좀   효과적  사 할 수 는지에 한 

통찰  제공한다.  

주제어: 정 신뢰, 전 정 , 라  매스미 어, 정 과 식, 울특별시정 , 지 정 . 
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