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Abstract: High levels of trust in government are important in addressing complex issues, including 
the realization of the mainstream sustainability agenda. However, trust in government has been 
declining for decades across the western world, undermining legitimacy and hampering policy 
implementation and planning for long-term sustainability. We hypothesize that an important factor 
in this decline is citizen disappointment with the current types of public participation in governance 
and that this could be reversed through a change from informing/consulting to a relationship of 
partnership. Using case studies from Western Australia, the paper investigates whether an 
intervention targeted at establishing a partnership relationship through mini-public, deliberative, 
participatory budgeting would improve trust and help the implementation of sustainability. These 
results show evidence of improvements in trust and provide conceptual and practical tools for 
government administrations wishing to close the detrimental trust gap that may hamper the 
implementation of a sustainability agenda. 
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1. Introduction 

Some of the most interesting questions in the study of sustainable development today concern 
the practical implementation of the sustainability agenda. What is often presumed within 
implementation, but not directly addressed, particularly by governments, is the important role of 
political trust in the real-world achievement of sustainability. Low trust levels can be a significant 
impediment to action on current sustainability challenges, and a source of future uncertainty that 
could undermine any achievements or endanger further progress.  

The goal of this article is to provide guidance for governments wishing to build political trust 
when making decisions, either for the implementation of sustainability initiatives or within their 
wider governance. It outlines principles and processes that could potentially also be used to build 
political trust during the stage of developing broad understanding of the meaning of sustainability, 
its values, and priorities. We hypothesize that changing the form of citizens’ public participation in 
governance to one of partnerships will improve political trust levels and the likelihood of 
implementing sustainability initiatives. 

This hypothesis is approached with a blend of inductive and abductive reasoning. We explore 
the phenomena of political trust, sustainability, and participation to test and adjust existing theories 
and arrive at a plausible explanation rather than a deductively perfect one. This is an accepted 
approach given the complexity of the field and the difficulty in establishing causation [1,2]. 
Specifically, we first examine the literature to ascertain the link between public participation and trust 
and deduce the intervention type most likely to increase trust. We then use mixed-methods case 
studies to analyze the effectiveness of the intervention predicted to change the relationship between 
political actors and citizens and increase trust. Accordingly, this article is organized into three parts: 
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1. An overview and synthesis of the literature on political trust and its relationship to citizens’ 
participative relationship with government. This gives grounds for proposing an intervention 
that could test our hypothesis. 

2. An examination of this intervention via two case studies involving 100% participatory budgeting 
through deliberative democracy initiatives aimed at developing more sustainable budgeting, to 
see whether the results support our hypothesis. 

3. A discussion of the implications of the results for political trust and sustainability 
implementation. 

Before embarking on the main analysis in the paper, it is appropriate to establish our framing 
and definition of trust. Although there are diverse definitions and determinants of trust, all agree that 
this is a perception affected by a multitude of psychological and other factors [3,4]. Though the precise 
definitions of trust may vary, we concur with the cross-disciplinary consensus of it as: “… the 
willingness to be vulnerable under conditions of risk and interdependence…” [3] with positive expectations 
of the other party’s intentions and behavior. This willingness manifests as: “… a psychological state or 
orientation of an actor (the truster) toward a specific partner (the trustee) with whom the actor is in some way 
interdependent (that is, the truster needs the trustee’s cooperation to attain valued outcomes or resources)” [4]. 
We also note that trust is by definition distinct and separable from distrust—its mirror image opposite 
concerning the expectation that there will be negative intentions and behavior toward the trustee. 

Of the many influencers of trust [5–7], we focus on two important to balance granularity of 
understanding, parsimony of variables, and validity of measurement. The first we call “competence,” 
which is a belief in the ability of the trustee to contribute to the outcomes that the truster requires; the 
second is described as “benevolence,” which is an assessment that the motivation of the trustee is to 
act in the truster interests. Previous research has found a clean separation between variables 
describing competence or performance and variables that describe benevolence or integrity [7]. The 
absence of either undermines trust—either party may be well-intentioned but unable to perform or 
they may be competent but unreliable or lacking integrity. In either case, less than full trust will be 
present. This dual focus has been used in various fields [5], including education [8], public sector 
management [6], interpersonal trust [4,9] and software utilization [10]. By integrating these two 
drivers, we define trust as: A person’s judgement that another interdependent person or body has 
both the benevolence and competence to act in their interest in matters of importance. 

We can extend this definition to help understand political trust since it is a subset of generalized 
social trust [11,12]. Hence, political trust is a citizens’ belief in the benevolence or intention of political 
actors to work in their collective best interests, and the capacity, ability, or competence of those actors 
to achieve some expected governance outcome. These political actors may be individual politicians 
or the collective institutions of government depending on the context. The governance outcome may 
be a level of service provision or meeting a particular norm, such as transparency or representation. 
This definition is congruent with the general understanding of trust, and mirrors elements of political 
trust described by other authors [5,13–17]. The value of this definition is independently supported by 
modelling [18], the analysis of large data sets [19–23], and it helps guide the exploration to follow. 

2. Literature Review 

Having established a conceptual understanding, we now review the state of political trust in 
government globally. This is followed by an overview of the link between public participation and 
trust in search of interventions that can improve such a relationship.  

2.1. Do Citizens Trust Government? 

There is plentiful data from the last couple of decades on the public’s generalized trust in 
political actors and the evidence is not reassuring. It is generally (although not universally) agreed 
that over the last 30 years there has been a long-term decline in citizen trust in government in mature 
democracies [24]. The best data set is from the US which shows that over 44 years, political trust has 
dropped from 78% to 44% [25,26] with increasingly apparent negative impacts [27–30]. Lack of 
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political trust has been shown to undermine public engagement, hamper long-term policy, and 
hinder collective action [31,32]. On the other hand, increases in trust ameliorate these effects and 
boost support for unpopular government services and initiatives [33–35].  

Utilizing our definition of political trust, the sources of the decline can be framed as either a 
failure of government to meet citizens’ competence expectations, or a failure by government to 
demonstrate it is acting in the best interests of the citizenry, or both. Previous research has provided 
examples and clarified these trust-degrading factors. Perceived failure to perform to citizens’ 
competency expectations [29] partially drove the public administration performance movement at 
the turn of the millennium [26,36], but did not interrupt the downward trend in trust [11]. Evidence 
from government interactions from around the same period also showed that the actual process is at 
least as important as performance for trust and legitimacy—even when the outcomes of the process 
go against individual self-interest [27,37,38]. Such an analysis confirmed that the presence of a 
government process is a strong signal of respect [39] and indicative of how citizen-centric its 
intentions are at both country and individual levels. The effect of process was found to be larger than 
that of performance in determining the trustworthiness of public servants and the two factors are not 
separable, with good processes tending to produce good outcomes and vice-versa [26]. Adding to 
this, perceived motivations and benevolence are integral to citizens’ normative expectations of 
government [40], and citizens in many countries believe governments are failing to represent their 
collective will [41,42].  

The decline of political trust appears to be widespread and there is good evidence to support its 
conceptualization as perceptions of political actors’ lack of benevolence toward citizens and/or lack of 
competency in terms of actions and processes. Given the importance of trust to addressing many of the 
problems that confront development, finding a way to redress its deficit is a priority for governments 
which have committed to goals, such as sustainability. Although there are genetic, developmental, 
cognitive, and affective [4,43] factors that influence any person’s trust decision, these are all outside the 
direct influence of governments or policy actors. However, public participation in governance is one of 
the few ways government can influence political trust and this is examined below. 

2.2. Public Participation as a Way of Building Political Trust 

In the literature “public participation” describes the involvement of stakeholders in policies, 
programs, and plans of governments [44]. Since citizens are important stakeholders in this process in 
a democracy, their involvement— “citizen participation,” shapes the nature of the relationship that 
citizens have with the decisions of their democratic governments. The type of relationship formed 
depends on the actions that government officials take to engage with citizens, and that citizens take 
to influence government actions and decisions [44]. Citizen actions may be formalized, e.g., 
membership of a political party, attending a consultation, or voting, or not, e.g., public 
demonstrations or contributing to internet discussion forums [45].  

There is strong prima facie evidence for the presumption that citizen participation in democracy 
is important to political trust. Normatively, this type of participation is intrinsic to the nature and 
performance of democracy [46,47]; so deficits in citizen participation are shortcomings of this ideal. 
What is more strongly contested is the type and degree of participation that citizens expect and desire 
from their government. It has been contended that citizens are mostly disinterested or conflicted 
regarding participation, and only engage through fear of loss and corruption [40,48]. However, more 
recently the weight of evidence has shifted against this, with data being re-interpreted as frustration 
with the existing participation modes and general lack of political participation [49–52]. Further 
empirical work has confirmed the importance of participation for political trust [53], with civic 
engagement factors having twice higher effect on trust than government performance factors [11,20]. 
However, results are highly dependent on the participation design and whether the focus is on the 
collective, individual, outcome, or process [51,54]. 

Thus, given the link between participation and trust in government, it is important to ask: What 
type of participation do citizens expect, and are governments living up to this expectation? Recent 
research in Australia and the US [55,56] using the tool of a modified Arnstein ladder [55,57,58] (see 
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Figure 1) found a difference between the level of participation that citizens would ideally like and 
that which is being provided to them—known as the Arnstein gap [59].  

 
Figure 1. Modified Arnstein ladder referencing City of Greater Geraldton—CGG (with permission 
[55]). 

On average, citizens wish to have a relationship with government characterized as “partnership” 
on the Arnstein ladder. Instead, they experience “consultation” or “informing,” several levels lower 
on the ladder. This performance/expectation gap was detected in government officials as well as the 
general public in case studies in the US and Australia [55]. These results overlap with other authors 
who have found sometimes contradictory preferences for participation in surveys that force 
dichotomous choices on participants between pure citizen or pure technocratic government control 
[50,60–62]. Our interpretation is that such framing overly focuses on extremes of direct or 
representative democracy, which misses the partnership preferred by citizens in most mature 
democracies. The existing informing/consultation relationship [63] often creates unsatisfactory 
outcomes, disengagement and barriers to government action [38,64–67], disengagement [51], reduced 
voting [68], and disgruntled attitudes toward government [69].  

Such dissatisfaction and inability to meet citizen expectations degrade trust in government. 
Limiting the design and planning of solutions to bureaucrats, interest groups, and lobbyists [70] does 
not always produce holistic results and often creates an impression of government captured by 
special interests or manipulating the public to do what is “best” for them [71,72]. Not only do 
perceptions of competence suffer but also the view of government acting in the public interest or 
benevolence [6,73]. When failures to solve problems and perceptions of not acting in the public’s 
good repeat over multiple issues and years, affective lack of trust will grow [74] and cognitive biases 
[75,76] can become self-reinforcing [4,37,77,78].  
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In addition to having a good understanding of citizens’ dissatisfaction with the status quo, there 
is also evidence that it is possible to meet expectations and close the Arnstein gap. Previous research 
on the case studies used later in this article analyzed a deliberative democracy intervention [79] aimed 
specifically at increasing the public participation level to “partnership” [55]. The Arnstein gap 
between expectation and reality closed by two-thirds in response to this intervention. Furthermore, 
the qualitative investigation revealed that by selecting “partnership,” citizens wished for political 
equality, where each side respected the other’s strengths and skills whilst working toward a common 
goal. This political equality was realized through the modes of speech but also the sharing of power 
and decision-making [55]. It also highlighted how citizens and government officials assessed whether 
they were in “partnership.” For the citizens, this centered on whether the government representatives 
were competent in their domain (in this instance, budgetary allocation in subject areas) and whether 
they were acting in the best interests of the community. The government officials used two analogous 
but slightly different criteria. They judged the citizens by their competence as deliberative thinkers 
(rather than subject matter experts), but also by their community orientation (whether they were 
representing the wider community) [55]. This latter form of ‘benevolence’—the citizens collectively 
acted for the benefit of the whole community rather than representing their narrow interests—was 
primarily determined by the officials through examining their decisions and justifications. The 
competency of deliberating on budgets was assessed through observation of both process and the 
justifications of the citizen decision-making. These themes of competence and benevolence are 
strikingly similar to the criteria used to judge trust. In our view, this is no coincidence. The 
partnership relationship on the Arnstein ladder requires interdependence and mutual trust more 
than any of the other levels and hence the components of trust occupy such prominence in this 
relationship. In comparison, at lower levels, citizens are disempowered, so it is not necessary to vest 
any trust in them; equally at higher levels, citizens hold disproportionate power, and only require 
the machinery of government to implement their decisions.  

So far, we have shown that the literature supports a relationship between public participation and 
political trust. Now we can specify the details of an intervention that can change the relationship 
between political actors and citizens to one characterized as “partnership” to effectively improve trust. 

2.3. Interventions That Could Improve Trust in Government 

Our hypothesis is that a form of intervention exists that can meet citizens’ expectations of 
partnership, and can increase political trust [80]. This is not just based on citizen preferences from 
surveys, but also two additional lines of evidence. Firstly, there is evidence of a connection between 
trust and elements of partnership that signal benevolence. Political trust in government has been 
linked to process elements, such as the openness of government institutions [53], the perception of 
fairness [15,81], and the use of more deliberative and participative techniques [44,81,82]. As 
Christensen concludes: “Citizens who are integrated, involved, and engaged in the political system generally 
have a significantly higher level of trust in most governmental institutions than people who are less integrated, 
less involved, and less engaged” [20]. Secondly, there is solid support for links between trust and 
elements of partnership that increase perceived competence. Several authors have argued for and 
demonstrated that a relationship where citizens and government bring their informational 
perspectives to a complex problem in a more equal manner creates epistemically superior outcomes 
[83–86]. More specifically, research has shown that using partnership relationships in problems 
where there is a plurality of conflicting values improves the perceived competency and legitimacy of 
the outcomes [64,87–89]. These assumptions hold when there is no path dependency or “lock-in” in 
the system which is a topic requiring further research [80]. 

Having established that a partnership intervention is likely to succeed in most common cases, 
we now move to how it could actually be operationalized in a case study. From our definition of 
political trust, the relationship would have to be characterized by relative power equality, a focus on 
performance and outcomes, a necessary and significant contribution by both parties, and 
commitment to a common goal that is consequential and important. These criteria closely match the 
characteristics and practice of deliberative democracy. Deliberative democracy focusses on creating 
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egalitarian spaces for deliberation between citizens who represent/mirror the broader population, to 
resolve issues of importance, with the outcomes influencing policy development or decision-making 
[90,91]. Deliberation ideally promotes respectful communication, using justification and reflection to 
work toward possible consensus or common ground. It has a stronger partnership focus than other 
modes of democratic governance [84,92].  

This contrasts with other possible democratic interventions. For example, participative 
democracy does not necessarily speak to the level of participation or influence, and could be classified 
as operating at almost all but the lowest levels of the Arnstein ladder [93]. Direct democracy 
“overshoots” the partnership level by preferring delegation or citizen control which requires much 
less trust. Representative democracy focuses on the creation of representatives of the citizenry 
through voting in which citizens notionally have equal power, but only at the time of their vote for 
the selection of representatives. In modern societies this leads to a series of principal-agent 
relationships that do not always function as expected [17,94]. The aggregative nature of a single vote 
every few years rarely connects up to the public policy cycle, diluting equality, and shifting power to 
economic elites [95], elected members, and non-elected officials [96]. As discussed in the section on 
participation, Arnstein surveys reinforce the evidence about failure of the current representative 
system to realize partnership with citizens, instead, rating the government’s relationship with them 
as informing or consulting [55].  

While there is evidence of a direct association between trust and deliberation generally [97–99], 
the strongest arguments for this link focus on a particular implementation of deliberative democracy 
that embodies the partnership relationship—mini-publics. A mini-public [100] involves a group of 
citizens who are descriptively representative, i.e., randomly selected from the population, and usually 
stratified to represent important demographic characteristics, such as gender, age, or socio-economic 
status. These citizens typically engage in small-group discussions on a topic of importance, with 
deliberation assisted by an independent facilitator using a range of deliberative technologies [101], and 
aim to reach collective positions or recommendations [102]. The characteristics of deliberative mini-
publics uniquely facilitate partnership. Random selection, facilitation, and the search for common 
ground tend to prevent group polarization and cognitive errors that undermine competent decision-
making [84,99,103,104]. Selecting diverse but non-invested citizens also increases the chance of the 
group acting benevolently and forming a common will [105,106], rather than leaning towards partisan 
or narrow ends. Such citizens are less subject to the trust degrading influences in the existing system, 
and tend to be more moderate and willing to trust than professional politicians [13].  

Hence, in terms of finding an effective intervention in the governance cycle to promote 
partnership and address the declines in political trust, deliberative democracy mini-publics are 
strong contenders. Such an intervention is applied in the two case studies described below. 

3. Methods 

In the service of testing our hypothesis, we describe the details of the case studies examined and 
justify the used intervention. We also outline the methods we used to measure the important 
variables that allow us to draw conclusions about the validity of the developed hypothesis.  

3.1. Case Study Details 

The case studies took place in the local government area of the City of Greater Geraldton 
(referred to as Geraldton) in Western Australia, dominated by the regional center of Geraldton 
containing around 35,000 people. From 2010 to 2014, a deliberative democracy program was run that 
included multiple collaborative governance events [107] and culminated in two Australian 
participatory budgeting initiatives covering 100% of the local government budget [108]. Participatory 
budgeting (PB) is a democratic process which directly involves citizens in setting part, in our cases 
all, of a government budget. Over the last three decades, this format has spread from South America, 
where it originated, to all over the world. It has been adopted predominantly by local governments 
[109] which have developed distinct regional patterns of execution [110,111]. The most common style 
of PB has citizen groups developing options for a part of a budget and a wider public voting to 
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prioritize those options. This budget is then spent according to these priorities. The levels of 
deliberativeness in the process vary depending on the style and region. The “Australian-style” PB 
typically addresses 100% of a city/region’s budget and is executed through the use of deliberative 
democratic mini-publics. This contrasts with the majority of the PBs to this date which are on the 
lower end of the deliberative scale and usually only deal with 5% of a larger budget [112,113]. Since 
the Geraldton PBs rate very highly as deliberative democracy initiatives (see Section 4.1), from this 
point forward we will refer to these deliberative democracy interventions as the “PBs.” This was how 
the participants understood the process they were selected for and participated in. 

Comprehensive details of the Greater Geraldton PBs have been previously documented [108]. 
In short, two separate mini-publics of between 30 to 40 citizens were drawn by stratified random 
sampling by independent demographers to ensure descriptive representation of the region’s 
population [114]. The first mini-public was executed in November 2013. Its task was to prioritize over 
AUD70 million of infrastructure spending for the next decade. Called the “Capital Works Panel,” the 
mini-public panelists met for four and a half consecutive Saturdays to discuss and rate 130 
infrastructure projects using a deliberative form of a multi-criteria analysis technique. The second 
mini-public met for eight consecutive Saturdays to allocate the local government’s AUD70 million 
operational budget for the coming financial year. Called the “Range and Level of Services Panel” or 
the “Operations PB,” panelists made recommendations on whether service areas should be increased, 
decreased, or held constant, when assessed according to a values-based process [87]. 

3.2. Case Study Suitability 

These two PBs are useful case studies to analyze political trust in the first instance because 
Australian governments, like many democracies today, are experiencing longitudinal declines in 
political trust [32]—a worrying trend coupled with surveys showing only about 30% of citizens 
currently trust the national government [115]. Such lack of trust is specifically focused on most 
political actors in government with other parts of the executive system, such as law enforcement, not 
affected to the same degree [116]. Citizens were specifically skeptical of government performance on 
complex problems, and it seemed to be starting to join a worldwide move toward greater 
dissatisfaction with the idea of democracy itself [117]. There was also evidence of a belief amongst 
Australian citizens that governments were not acting in the interests of the greater good [34]. The 
problem was not confined to the federal level, with only half of the citizens trusting the state 
government [118] and around the same for local government [119]. In these particular case studies, 
trust in the local government was probably at a low ebb because of public reaction to large rate rises 
by the City of Greater Geraldton [120]. This loss of trust was ironically created by attempts by the 
Greater Geraldton local government to improve the financial aspect of its sustainability, partially in 
response to incurring infrastructure deficits [121] and funding sustainability services requested by 
the community [122]. Overall then, the case studies were likely to provide a valid test of a 
government/citizen trust dynamic that is negative and widely applicable to many democracies.  

The case studies are also useful because they allow to test an intervention that authentically 
embodies citizens’ preferred relationship with government—that of partnership, which Australians 
reaffirm as their ideal [34,55,123]. On the face of it, PBs seem well-suited to achieve a competent 
power sharing for the common good. Their intrinsic concern with concrete matters of money and 
finance results in tangible outcomes with real influence. The cyclical nature of budgets also makes 
them appropriate for the creation of virtuous cycles [124,125], unlike the oft-heard critique of mini-
publics, that they are isolated and opportunistic [126,127].  

There is some preliminary evidence from US participatory budgeting events that showed 
statistically significant improvements in political trust between telephone, online, and face-to-face 
deliberative modes of participation [82,128]. However, many PBs do not realize the full potential for 
a partnering relationship with political actors through inadequate framing, incomplete deliberation, 
insufficient power sharing, or lack of repetition. Such “consultational” PBs may leave final allocations 
to officials, use uninformed opinion-based allocation, or allocate insignificant fractions of 
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expenditure [129]. This can eliminate any trust gains by citizens [130], but also lead to government 
officials assessing citizens as lacking competence [131].  

In the two Greater Geraldton-based Australian PBs, the power sharing was more profound and 
the deliberation deeper than typical. Not only did these PBs encompass the entirety of the 
government expenditure in this region, they also started with a pre-commitment to citizen influence 
on that budget [132]. Although the governing legislation of the City of Greater Geraldton did not 
allow delegation of budget setting, the elected Council committed to seriously consider all panel 
recommendations and, where they could not be implemented, publicly explain why and try to 
implement the spirit of the recommendations. 

The deliberation was designed as intrinsic to the PBs and monitored throughout its execution. 
Again, these case studies present a prima facie valid intervention of partnership. 

3.3. Measurement Strategy 

To test the proposed intervention requires measurement of its deliberative democratic nature, 
as well as of any changes in participation and trust. As expected from a three-variable system—the 
trustor, the trustee, and the distinctive issue in the specific situation [133]—the measurement of the 
attitude of trust is complex and nuanced. Numerous tools have been applied to this task, each with 
strengths and weaknesses [23,134]. The intervention in the case studies applied a mixed-methods 
approach, combining quantitative surveys with direct observation, document analysis, and 
qualitative interviews [135].  

Semi-structured face-to-face interviews were held with 25 of the 63 panelists, five of the 15 
elected Members of the Council, and 11 of the staff involved in the planning and execution of the 
mini-publics. These were conducted in a reflexive and receptive manner to acknowledge the 
interpretive nature of trust assessments [136–138], transcribed, and analyzed thematically [139] using 
NVivo 11. In line with our inductive/abductive approach, theming was conducted at a semantic level 
without explicit influence of pre-existing frames but with an awareness of possible researcher biases 
[139]. This commonly used thematic analytic method allowed for particular patterns or themes to 
emerge which are represented in our analysis through specific quotes presented verbatim. Using such 
word-for-word quotes gives authenticity and explanatory depth of the survey results. The interview 
material was supplemented by direct observation of participants and staff, daily deliberation 
debriefings, document analysis, and observation of the Greater Geraldton Council’s budget meetings.  

Quantitative surveys were administered to the wider community as well as the mini-public 
participants prior to the beginning of the intervention, at the midpoint of the sitting days, and at the 
end of the Panel deliberations. The trust surveys implemented were based on the General Social 
Survey (GSS) and other proxies for trust (such as confidence, honesty, loyalty, and fairness) used 
previously in analyzing PBs [140] and considered to be valid and accurate [141]. A positively phrased 
wording was applied to avoid associations with distrust [7]. The recommended long scale, seven-
point Likert items (ranging from 1 = strongly agree to 7 = strongly disagree) were used [142] and 
produced high internal consistency, with the trust proxy questions from the GSS behaving in the 
same manner as the headline: “I believe that, overall, the City of Greater Geraldton is trustworthy” 
question. Since it is very difficult and highly contextual to link individual government functions to 
overall trust in government [18], we have focused on the headline metric for our analysis, as we feel 
it accurately tells the story. We also use an aggregative term (“City of Greater Geraldton”) to measure 
the participants’ overall assessment of the trustworthiness of the political actors associated with the 
local government. 

Participation was measured using the Arnstein ladder scale which was deemed a particularly 
useful tool in this instance in spite of some valid criticisms that it oversimplifies complex governance 
and inappropriately uses norms in a quantitative scale [143–145]. Its use of norms was a benefit in 
this case because it allowed for measurement of subjective citizen values as well as empirical 
assessments, and pilot testing found it was easily understandable and educative for the average 
participants compared to more sophisticated tools. The scale did not presuppose a collaborative 
relationship and it also allowed comparison with previous studies [55]. Since a deliberative 
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democracy intervention was also being tested, a number of indicators for representativeness, 
influence, and deliberativeness were measured [146]. Issues related to the representativeness of the 
sample demographics and attitudes were similarly assessed to ensure external validity with the 
wider population [147].  

The following section describes the results from this mixed-methods case studies. 

4. Results 

Our results are focused on answering three questions to confirm the formulated hypothesis. 
First, “Did the intervention validly test as a deliberative democratic intervention with the attributes 
of a partnership relationship?” If this is the case, then: “Did the trust attitudes of the participants 
improve over the course of the intervention?” and finally: “Was there an association between the 
increase in public participation in government through the PBs and the improvements in the trust in 
government?” These issues are discussed in turn. 

4.1. Quality of the Interventions 

The representativeness criteria necessary for a deliberative democratic intervention were 
primarily achieved by creating a mini-public representation of Greater Geraldton using its 
demographic characteristics. This was relatively successful with respondents in both the community 
surveys and the Panels approximating the demographics of the region in terms of gender and 
geographical distribution, though with fewer youth than expected based on the Australian census 
data [132,148]. 

Demography is often a useful proxy for attitudes but to confirm the generalizability of the 
sample’s results, a direct check on attitudinal representativeness was carried out by comparing the 
community and Panelist surveys. The Panels’ attitudes toward participation in government mirrored 
those of the community (and were similar to overseas data) [55], with the exception of the members 
of the mini-publics rating the current relationship higher on the participatory ladder than the general 
community. This is likely because at the time of the survey they had already accepted their invitation 
to be part of a highly participatory intervention.  

With regard to trust attitudes, since the data was ordinal with independent variables from 
independent groups and non-normally distributed, a non-parametric Mann–Whitney U-test was 
conducted for significance. For the Capital Works Panel, it indicated that trust in government by the 
mini-public (mean rank = 56.38, n = 24) was higher than those of the community (mean rank = 79.71, 
n = 127), U = 1053, z = −2.45 (corrected for ties), p = 0.014, two-tailed. This effect can be described as 
“small” (r = 0.19) [149]. For the Operations Panel, trust in government by this mini-public (mean rank 
= 61.55, n = 29) was also higher than those of the community (mean rank = 82.37, n = 127), U = 1350, z 
= −2.302 (corrected for ties), p = 0.021, two-tailed. This effect can be described as “small” (r = 0.18). The 
respective points are illustrated in Figure 2. Note that due to the nature of the Likert scale used, higher 
ranks indicate less trust and the statistical relationship is negative (thus z has negative values). In 
summary, trust attitudes were well represented, but Panelists were slightly more trusting of 
government than the overall community. 

Assessing the deliberativeness criteria of deliberative democracy revealed that most participants 
rated highly the quality of their deliberations including neutrality, access to information, ability to 
hear and be heard, and authenticity of outputs in daily surveys [108]. As is generally typical of PBs 
[124], the final deliberative democratic characteristic of the amount of influence was high. At the 
conclusion of both PB Panels, their recommendations were submitted to the elected Council of 
Greater Geraldton [132,148]. The recommendations were endorsed and formed the budget of the 
following year as well as the upcoming infrastructure program. Despite the contentious nature of the 
budgetary process in Geraldton prior to these interventions, there was no public or elected official 
dissention to these budgets [150]. 

Considering how highly the PBs scored on the representation, deliberation, and influence 
metrics, the cases studies clearly constituted a deliberative democratic intervention likely to shift the 
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relationship between citizens and political actors to partnership and increase political trust. The 
quantitative and qualitative assessment of whether this did actually happen now follows. 

4.2. Quantitative Trust Results 

Figure 2 shows the mean trust and participation assessments of the Panelists over the two PBs. 
While the use of mean values to characterize ordinal data can be contested [151], the practice is 
common in the analysis of trust and this convention is followed here to enable comparisons. 
However, in our statistical analysis, non-parametric tests were applied to check internal validity. As 
it is a common practice to graphically represent increasing scale values as representing higher trust, 
we have inverted the mean trust data in Figure 2 to follow this convention. 

 
Figure 2. Trust and participation over the course of the City of Greater Geraldton (CGG) participatory 
budget mini-public. 

Visually, the data indicates that political trust improved over the duration of both PBs. A 
participant self-assessment of whether trust had increased confirmed this with 78% of all Panelists 
believing their trust in the City of Greater Geraldton had increased over the PBs. A Friedman two-
way ANOVA on the ordinal, non-normal survey data was applied to statistically verify this 
impression. For the Capital Works Panel, trust attitudes improved in a statistically significant manner 
from the first workshop participants attended, to the final workshop, χF2 = 8.107 (corrected for ties), 
df = 3, n–ties = 16, p = 0.044. Post–hoc analysis of pairwise comparison with Wilcoxon signed-rank 
tests was conducted with a Bonferroni correction applied, resulting in a significance level set at p < 
0.0125. There were statistically significant differences between the first and fourth workshop trust 
levels (Z = −2.719, p = 0.007) and almost between the second and fourth workshops (Z = −2.324, p = 
0.020); however, not between the other trust pairs, that is between the first and second workshop (Z 
= −1.493, p = 0.135), the first and third workshop (Z = −1.768, p = 0.077), the second and third workshop 
(Z = −0.277, p = 0.782), and the third and fourth workshop (Z = −0.847, p = 0.397). Following Cohen’s 
rough boundaries for labelling the significance of results to also reflect importance, the effects for 
these significant figures can be classified as large- or medium-sized [149]. 

For the Operations Panel, Workshop 1 was a non-mandatory introductory session and in 
statistical treatments Workshop 2 was considered to be more representative of the totality of 
attitudes. During this attendance period participant trust attitudes also improved in a statistically 
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significant manner; χF2 = 19.895 (corrected for ties), df = 2, n–ties = 24, p = 0.001. Post-hoc analysis of 
pairwise comparison with Wilcoxon signed-rank tests was conducted with a Bonferroni correction 
applied, resulting in a significance level set at p < 0.017. There were statistically significant differences 
between the fifth and eighth workshop trust levels (Z = −3.206, p = 0.001) and between the first and 
eighth workshops (Z = −3.797, p = 0.001), but not between the first and fifth workshop trust levels (Z 
= −1.274, p = 0.203). Following Cohen (2013), the effects for these comparisons were classified as large.  

In short, while there were clearly statistically significant increases in trust over both PBs, the 
patterns of this shift were intriguing and require interpretation. Despite the Operations PB being 
double the duration of Capital Works PB to cover a more diverse range of budget activities, the 
improvements in trust and participation were equivalent. This is good evidence that as long as 
governance actions implement deliberative democratic principles that meet participation 
expectations, the virtuous trust dynamics are highly likely to function—regardless of duration and 
scale of complexity. As the first two workshops for both Panels did not result in statistically 
significant trust improvement, this could mean that individuals were still forming their trust opinions 
and hence they were in a state of attitudinal flux. Interviews with both participants and Greater 
Geraldton staff confirmed an initial phase of dislocation before partnerships manifested, particularly 
to gain competence in an unfamiliar area. As one Capital Works Panelist expressed: “We did have to 
get to know each other then get to know what we were doing. As the weeks went by, it got easier to fall into the 
groove and start doing what we needed to do.” Another Operations Panelist summarized: “Some people 
got it straight away and some didn’t… I personally found the majority of people found ‘it’ around week four.” 
The lack of statistically significant change between the third and fourth workshops in the Capital 
Works Panel was also interesting. It could reflect a stabilization of attitudes toward the end of that 
PB (where there were four measurements over four workshops) compared with the Operations Panel 
(where there was a larger spread between measurements, i.e., three over eight workshops). 

For the Panelists, Figure 2 clearly shows trust ratings increased as the assessment of the 
participation level rose toward partnership (Level 6) over the course of the PBs. The broader 
association between participation and trust in a population can be best established in the community 
survey and was statistically confirmed for these two independent, ordinal variables using Kendall’s 
Tau-B test. It indicated a strong and significant association between participation and trust in 
government (Tau = −0.296, p < 0.001, n = 127) as well as with all other trust proxy questions used.  

The danger of a demand effect or Hawthorn effect confounding these results is possible because 
of the methods used. This effect concerns experimental subjects changing their behavior because of 
their mindfulness of being observed [152] but we believe it is small for the following reasons:  

• As we shall see in Section 5.2, the Greater Geraldton case studies produced large magnitude 
effects compared to previous studies also with deliberative interventions implying such effects 
are not dominant. In addition, other studies have used different types of participation 
interventions and produced different magnitudes of changes in trust also implying these effects 
are not significant [128].  

• The important results above concern longitudinal changes in trust and participation. Over 
multiple retesting any powerful novelty or demand effects would be expected to lessen and 
cause any trends to regress compared to initial measurements—neither of which occurred. 

• These effects are often exacerbated when the results of measurements are fed back to participants 
or researchers react to results, neither of which occurred during the PBs.  

• There was no indication in the qualitative interviews that the participants were subject to any 
experimental demand effects. Observations by the authors also detected no evidence of these 
effects and no motivation to ‘please’ the researchers (particularly when completing surveys after 
the cognitive weariness that comes from hours of deliberation). 

Hence, any mechanism that relies on the explanation that the respondents were able to discern 
the intentions and biases of the researchers for no obvious gain, starts to strain credulity. Parsimony 
would then dictate we conclude such effects were negligible. 
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4.3. Qualitative Trust Results 

The qualitative analysis helps give weight and depth to the above statistical findings regarding 
the deliberative democratic process, the nature of partnership but also to confirm our understanding 
of trust as a combination of competence and benevolence. Interview analysis of both participants and 
staff reinforced the idea that improvements in trust were linked to a need for partnership [55] and 
this was seen as superior to the existing regime with its sporadic voting and barriers to participation for 
non-expert citizens. Most succinctly this was expressed by a citizen as: “I think they are doing a good job 
but they can only do that if we all help out.”  

The interviews with Panelists revealed this sentiment had its root in aspects of the design and 
process that encouraged them to act benevolently and produce competent, deliberative outputs (see 
Table 1). The process also created conditions where citizens and political actors could observe and 
assess the competence and benevolence of the other party (see Table 2).  

Table 1. Examples of citizen perceptions of the importance of competence and benevolence. 

Assessments of Competence Assessments of Benevolence 
“It’s like running a small country, isn’t 
it? I never thought there was so many 
departments—I never gave it a 
thought.”—Panel Member 

“With this process, at least you are getting a random selection 
of people that are getting a say. And they are real people. They 
are not undercover, guerrilla politicians just trying to change 
things. It’s how it should be.”—Panel Member 

“It didn’t matter if we had difference of 
opinion, we listened well to each other, 
we explained well and then we reached 
an understanding and agreement and 
then moved onto the next thing.”—
Panel Member 

“It’s a good way to have a say in what’s going on as long as 
that’s always tempered by—you are here as a representative. At 
those meetings I brought up things that I personally don’t agree 
with. But that being said, I know that a lot of my friends and 
people at work do. So, I still have my view, but I go: ‘These 
people do have some good points, maybe I will include them in 
what I am doing’. It’s about getting the best outcome for 
everybody.”—Panel Member 

“But I was also being informed as to the 
whole process—it gave us the 
information, set us up in a process that 
allowed us to make decisions based on 
that.” .”—Panel Member 

 

Table 2. Examples of government and citizen perceptions of mutual competence and benevolence. 

Assessments of Competence Assessments of Benevolence 
“…you use processes to get the best out of the 
community...they aren’t stupid—common sense 
prevails.... there hasn’t been a single result that we have 
said: ‘Where on earth did that come from?’”—Staff 
Member 

“They owned those values… when that 
clicked into place—how important it was for 
them to come up with their own values ... 
because there was so much passion in the 
room.”—Staff Member 

“The mind boggling the amount of money they have to 
juggle around and the amount of projects they have to deal 
with …. Over the course of the eight weeks my mindset 
changed from one of questioning: ‘What the Council was 
doing?’ to ‘They’re doing a pretty good job under the 
circumstances.’”—Panel Member 

“The process itself was fantastic. The people 
at the Council—the Directors—their passion, 
their interest and their willingness to give it a 
go sort of makes you feel you are in fairly 
good hands considering the reputation they 
have had.”—Panel Member 

“…we all know that if you send money one way then it 
doesn’t go another. It was really hard to come to fair 
budget… and of course when you are handling other 
people’s money you need to be more accountable.” —
Panel Member 
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Conditions of anxiety and competitiveness have been known to spur shallow thinking that is 
associated with negative trust [76,153], however, the Panelists discussed feeling safe expressing and 
hearing opinions that dissented from their own (see Table 3). This is an important part of the equality 
of political speech in deliberation and the participants described deliberative shifts in their—and 
other people’s—opinions. 

Table 3. Examples of Panelist perceptions of the value of deliberative process and environments. 

“But this is just the reality of living in society and if you get a cross-section of people. I found the small 
groups really good.” 
“My mind was definitely opened with people’s opinions and I definitely think hearing different stories and 
from people who are passionate about things makes you go—‘Oh that’s interesting, I didn’t think about 
that.’ So, you become more openminded.” 
“There was a few times there where they said ‘Oh I didn’t think about that.’ That makes me happy - at least 
they were listening. They may not change but at least they have heard the argument for the other side.” 
“… I said—‘hang on a minute here—we are supposed to be making decisions for people out there in the 
community not just because it is something that we disagree with and we don’t like.’” 
“I think it was brilliant the way they did it…. I really like the idea of going around to each of the tables and 
making a decision on each of those. Rather than making a decision on one thing you see the whole thing—
which was really good.” 

Lastly, from a practical process point of view, the Panelists noted the importance of being 
officially welcomed and greeted effusively at every meeting, having uncomfortable chairs replaced, 
and being provided with quality refreshments during the workshops. Relatively unimportant 
operational specifics of the deliberations, “greeting, seating, and eating,” apparently concretely and 
immediately signaled components of cognitive as well as affective (emotion-based) trust. 

5. Discussion 

In this discussion we start by commenting on the applicability of the analysis beyond the two 
Greater Geraldton case studies. Following this, we outline the implications of this data for showing 
how governments can increase trust in transitioning to sustainability and the importance of trust in 
government for the implementation of sustainability-based initiatives.  

5.1. Generalizable Nature of the Case Studies 

These case studies clearly support the hypothesis that a partnership relationship underlies significant 
trust improvements, a result made more useful by comparison with data from other contexts. The baseline 
Greater Geraldton trust levels at least seem to be comparable with background trust levels in other 
western nations. For example, a 2001 Norwegian survey showed a similar mean of local government 
trust—3.86 (when converted to our seven-point scale) [20]. This is congruent with other research [23], and 
particularly a question from a survey by the International Social Survey Program (ISSP) across 33 
countries which asked about trust in public servants [26]. Hence, this gives confidence the results from 
the Greater Geraldton case studies would be applicable outside their context. 

5.2. An Analytical Tool for Designing and Explaining the Effect of Participation on Political Trust 

The analysis above allows two robust conclusions. First, it overwhelmingly supports our 
hypothesis that political trust is powerfully influenced by the type and style of participation and 
changing creates significant improvement. Secondly, it confirms that the framework of 
understanding trust and participation we laid out at the beginning of this article is useful as a tool 
for designing interventions to improve trust. The conceptual breakdown of trust into benevolence 
and competence components in combination with awareness of the citizens’ preference for 
partnership allows us to explain why some types of public participation are more (or less) effective 
in increasing trust. An example is the improvement in trust seen in the participants over the course 
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of the PBs which represents the effect of moving from informing/consulting to partnership 
participation. However, the framework we have outlined can also be used to compare and explain 
differences on a finer scale. The most directly comparable intervention to our case studies is a 
deliberative PB in Lincoln, Nebraska. Just like in Greater Geraldton, the participants in Lincoln 
showed statistically significant increases in confidence, trustworthiness and belief in the benevolence 
and competence of the local government [140]. However, compared with the Lincoln case study, the 
Geraldton participants experienced a 3–4 times greater increase in trust (after converting different 
survey scales). On the face of it this result is problematic—how could two apparently similar 
interventions produce such a varying strength of effect? 

There are two likely possibilities, both of which concern the design and implementation of the 
PBs. The first is that pre-deliberation trust levels of the Lincoln PB participants were already high—
1.69 (Lincoln scale adjusted) compared to 3.15 (Operations PB), and 2.71 (Capital Works PB), and very 
high compared to the Greater Geraldton community (3.76). Given that general political trust in the 
US is at least as low as in Australia, this high initial level was likely due to a selection bias in the 
participants of the Lincoln PB. While this bias was a factor in obtaining attitudinal representation in 
Geraldton [55], it was accentuated in Lincoln, Nebraska, where the online recruitment methods used 
produced a sample which is more male, white, educated, and liberal than the broader population 
[140,154,155]. Increasing political trust in a group already certain of the trustworthiness of 
government would be difficult [156], and hence the possible increase in a more representative group 
of Nebraskans could actually be greater than that documented and the strength of the effect of 
partnership can be mismeasured.  

However, we believe it is unlikely that this would explain the differences in their entirety. Our 
dominant explanation for the larger trust gains in Australia is the greater realization of the 
partnership ideal of participation. We have already highlighted previously that there are degrees of 
deliberativeness in PBs and modelling has shown that increased opportunities to deliberate with 
dissent in a fine-grained manner produce an epistemically stronger and more authentic common will 
[157]. Public engagement case studies have also found a strong relationship between higher levels of 
design and process management and improvements in government/Panelist outcomes and 
satisfaction [158]. Bearing this in mind, although there were elements of similarity in the PBs in both 
countries, there was significantly more deliberation of higher quality in the Greater Geraldton PBs. 
The Nebraskan Panel sat for a single day and made recommendations based on two rounds of 
presentations, facilitated small group discussions, and questions and answers plenaries. The Capital 
Works Panel met for four and a half days and created a multicriteria analysis rating system based on 
deliberated values with multiple rounds of presentations and interrogation of 130 proposed 
infrastructure projects. Similarly, the Operational Panel met for eight days, again determining 
criteria/values to assess service levels for 30 operational areas as well as specific service level 
suggestions. As more descriptively accurate representative mini-publics compared to Nebraska, the 
legitimacy of their common will formation was higher. Taken together, this allowed Panelists and 
government to display greater competence and benevolence in a more equal power-sharing 
arrangement, than in Lincoln. Overall, we believe the Greater Geraldton trust results are probably 
more generalizable to typical populations and the realization of partnership was fuller, as implied by 
our framework.  

5.3. Implications for Sustainability 

There is very limited information on whether citizens trust government to specifically be able to 
address sustainability transition—either as a standalone issue or as a wicked problem [34–36]. The 
discussion below offers some insights on this topic and elaborates on ways to build trust in government. 
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5.3.1. The Role of Political Trust for Governments Implementing Sustainability 

The results from the Greater Geraldton case studies and understanding of political trust could 
be useful in the implementation of sustainability. The core of the importance of trust to sustainability 
lies in the wicked nature of sustainability problems. Governments face a proliferation of such wicked 
problems [159] with sustainability having all the hallmarks of wickedness [160], such as: 

- High consequences of inaction or failure to address the problem; 
- No definitive statement of the problem with its parameters defined differently depending on the 

perspective and continuously revealed, unexpected dimensions of the problem in response to 
attempted solutions; furthermore, settling on an acceptable statement (and solution) requires 
value judgements; 

- No end-point defined, and even its existence is uncertain; often only improvement or 
degradation in the status can be determined; 

- Limited ability to generalize from other solutions to the existing problem. 

These wickedness properties are clearly demonstrated during attempts to implement the 
common framework of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals [150,161]. 

Uncertainty is the defining characteristic of wicked vs. tame problems—not just the limited, 
controlled uncertainty of tame problems that governments are accustomed to managing, but the 
nonlinear and epistemic uncertainty. This involves uncertainty in the very definition of the problem, 
uncertainty of an end-point, and uncertainty in the effect of solutions. In the case of sustainability, 
this uncertainty is further magnified when the issues entrain entities from across state and 
organizational borders with their own histories, perspectives, and agendas [162]. Perversely, the only 
certainties are that mistakes will be made, solutions will be incomplete, disagreements will arise, and 
learnings will be contingent and narrow. This is the critical role that trust can play and the role it has 
traditionally played in human relationships, markets, and governance—as a tool for managing 
uncertainty. Networks with low trust between parties would become paralyzed or act 
counterproductively when facing the uncertainty of wicked problems [163,164]. With sustainability, 
this is particularly true, since a collaborative approach is universally recommended [165,166]. When 
faced with failed solutions, shifting parameters, and value-based conflict over the nature of the 
problem and possible solutions, trust is required to keep governments and citizens reengaging with 
the solutions, redefining the problem, committing resources, and contesting these decisions in a 
constructive manner.  

We have previously proposed [150] that deliberative democracy is useful to sustainability 
practitioners, because it creates governance conditions that are suitable for implementing a 
sustainability agenda due to its wicked nature. In this article we have shown that deliberative 
democracy is useful beyond being an effective governance mode as it also produces increases in trust 
that are necessary for the partnership between citizens and governments required to address 
sustainability well. This would embody the partnerships for sustainability called for by the UN as 
one of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG17) [167], but instead of a global focus they would 
apply between governments and citizens at national, state, and local levels. 

5.3.2. Ways of Building Trust in Government for Implementing Sustainability 

Since trust is made up of two components—competence and benevolence, we can now be even 
more specific regarding what competence and benevolence governments will need to demonstrate 
to generate the political trust required for implementing and mainstreaming sustainability. The 
competencies that need to be demonstrated when facing wicked problems, particularly sustainability, 
have been outlined in our previous work [150] and include the following:  

- The recognition of the epistemic challenge of the wicked problem: Identification of the 
fundamental nature of the problem provides a starting point for the following competencies; 
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- The ability to make collective value judgements: Since there is divergence on the very nature of 
the problem and possible solution then a series of value judgements—not just of individuals, 
but also public ones—must be made collectively [168]; 

- The ability to use and integrate diverse inputs: An approach consisting only of experts and 
technocrats will be inadequate to deal with the uncertainty around the diagnosis and resolution 
of wicked problems as they emerge and evolve [160,169]. A scientific, evidenced-based 
perspective can lay out a partial “map” of the problem/solution space [170,171] but the value 
judgements of politics [172] and diverse knowledge domains [173] are best to navigate it, 
particularly the associated risks, costs, and benefits;  

- The use of deliberative communication modes: Deliberative communication involves the public 
exchange of reasons between persons representing different perspectives on a problem, rational 
reflection, and justification of possible solutions. Deliberative discussion has greater epistemic 
strength than alternatives [83] and represents opportunities for either opinion change or at least 
clarification of areas of agreement/disagreement. This is well-suited to the wicked problem 
issues of determining stopping points and what constitutes a better or worse solution 
[172,174,175]; 

- The distribution of power combined with collaborative action: The shift in nature of wicked 
problems and its interpretation in different contexts mean that centralized and unshared power 
is usually too slow or too unnuanced to effectively address sustainability. Opportunities for 
collaboration around action, learnings, and resources should also be taken advantage of at the 
discretion of the actors which has led to the UN recommending models of distributed and 
collaborative power for the SDG [176–178]. 

Beyond these competencies, demonstrations of benevolence will also need to be developed for 
maximum trust. Benevolence is often signaled through process design—that this, how the above 
competencies are conceived, planned, and implemented. Examples of how the orientation toward the 
good of the whole can be demonstrated in each of the above competencies might be: 

- Recognition of the difficulty and nature as the first step can be seen as a sign of honesty and 
orientation toward addressing a systematic threat to the common good—as opposed to ignoring 
it or trying to downplay the role of government or its significance;  

- The making of collective value judgements in a way that can be seen to legitimately represent 
some version of the common good maxim, rather than privileging narrow interests, political 
ideology, or the powerful;  

- The inviting and eliciting of diverse inputs for any value judgement in a manner that can be 
justified as being from a wide-enough group of sources to constitute a collective decision. The 
process for achieving this should actively value each input to the collective synthesis and 
transparently represent the contribution of each part of the whole solution; 

- The deliberative communication is conducted with equality of speech between participants and 
based on information and data agreed to be neutral or at least representative of multiple 
perspectives [88,105]. Although it is impossible to claim that the use of any data is value-neutral, 
deliberative democratic processes have been successful in creating bodies of agreed information 
and data sources with high legitimacy. Examples include: the use of interest/advocacy groups 
to produce common statements of agreed facts or at least clear statements of their perspectives 
for consideration (cf. Danish Consensus Conferences [179,180]); allowing mini-publics to call 
witnesses to present perspectives and discourses (cf. Eastern Australian Citizens’ Juries [102]); 
and creating a mini-public dedicated to producing a consensual statement of facts (cf. Oregon 
Citizens’ Initiative Review [181]). The legitimacy such processes confer on the deliberative 
discussion provides assurance to partners that the inevitable mistakes and unintended 
consequences of wicked problems are not intentional or manipulated by any party in this 
contested space; 

- The collaborative sharing of the concentrated power of government can provide the most 
important signal of the intent to work toward a common good, especially in light of the high 
stakes implicit in the wicked problem. 
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5.3.3. Possibilities and Limitations of Trust Building 

A government wishing to build trust by following the above recommendations now has a 
framework and a validated tool—deliberative democratic mini-publics—that together form an 
effective way to establish political trust with citizens who are involved in their governance. These 
mini-publics can also be used as trusted proxies for the wider populace that may not be directly 
involved as well. Research has shown that voters assess them as competent, benevolent, and more 
trustworthy than state legislatures [17,182,183]. We concur with trust scholars that it is unlikely that 
a mini-public-based dynamic will entirely close or resolve political trust issues in the current system 
[17] and that sometimes governments cannot and should not be trusted [184]. In spite of these caveats, 
mini-publics have proven themselves valuable to building sustainability-supporting trust, and 
should be combined with other ways to signal benevolence and demonstrate competence, such as 
control of donations, changes to parliamentary entitlements, independent corruption watchdogs, and 
media regulation [35]. 

There are many areas we have left unexplored and can be subjects for future research. For 
example, one of them is how a trust framework could be created between policy actors who support 
and who do not support a sustainability agenda. Beyond this, the paradigm-shifting possibility for 
harnessing the repetitive aspect of the wicked nature of sustainability looms large. The need to revisit 
sustainability issues as the problem morphs and values are renegotiated, is usually negatively framed 
as a challenge. However, this may only be true in the current governance systems which approach 
wicked problems in such a way that constantly degrades trust because of the relationship between 
government and citizens. If governments’ and citizens’ assessment of the competency and 
benevolence of each other improved and was built up each time a wicked problem was iterated (i.e., 
trust increased), then the repetitive nature of sustainability implementation would be reimagined as 
a strength. Now each time a problem was deliberated upon, relationships would improve, collective 
epistemic value would grow, and trust would build. This would constitute a cycle that had changed 
from vicious to virtuous. 

6. Conclusions 

While obviously more case studies and further research are needed to corroborate these findings, 
based on the two Greater Geraldton participatory budgeting interventions we feel confident in 
asserting the following statements. Political trust is very important for governments trying to 
successfully implement a sustainability agenda. Changing governments’ relationship with their 
citizens through public participation is an accessible and effective way to increase political trust. The 
term “public participation” is often used as a catch-all to describe a range of interactions between 
government and citizens but it is clear this phrase obscures more than it reveals. Creating partnership 
is critical to achieving the relationship citizens desire and boosting trust. The established theory of 
deliberative democracy supports a partnership relationship by emphasizing competence and 
benevolence of the government and the governed. The Greater Geraldton PBs affirm that the 
actualization of the theory through mini-publics produced such partnerships and generated increases 
in political trust. This can provide the bond of trust that on the shifting, uncertain, and wicked seas 
of sustainability both sides need to be assured of the competency and intentions of the other when 
navigating these waters. 
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