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ABSTRACT
In this paper, we examine the under-examined issue of the pathways to smart cities. While the extant literature
on smart cities offers several insights into what smart cities are, with a few notable exceptions, it has less to say
about how they come to be? With this latter question in mind, we identify three pathways to smart cities — a
green field development pathway, a neighborhood development pathway, and a platform-oriented platform.
Drawing on eight different case studies, we offer some insights into the ways in which each of these pathways is,
more or less, able to realize smart city objectives. While exploratory in nature, we offer unique insights into the
pathways to smart cities, as well as areas for future research.
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Cities continue to invest significant resources in
information and communication technologies (ICT)
that increase their ‘smartness’ and ‘intelligence’
(Cosgrave; 2013, Angelidou, 2015). These efforts
have come to define the smart city movement which,
over the past decade, has become an important part
of the urban agenda (Kitchen, 2014; Husar et al,
2017). As cities have continued to invest in creating
smart (or smarter) cities, scholars have sought to
develop an intellectual foundation for understanding
this movement. There is now extensive ‘smart
city literature’ that: 1) conceptualizes and defines
smart cities (Yigitcanlar et al., 2018), 2) explores its
social and political implications (Rossi, 2016), and
3) examines the data that defines and shapes smart
city efforts (Hashem et al., 2016). An important, yet
understudied issue, is the way in which smart cities
actually emerge. With a few notable exceptions, (e.g.,
Yigitcanlar et al., 2019a; Desouza et al., 2019) there
is little in the way of a systematic examination of the
pathways that lead to smart cities. Thus, while we
have some sense of what smart cities are, we know far
less about how they come to be?
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Much of the scholarship suggests that the emergence
of smart cities is a “natural” or organic process (Husar,
2017). It represents the ‘conclusion’ of an ongoing
pattern of integrating information and communication
technologies (ICT) with the everyday activities of
cities. While this “natural” progression represents an
important part of the story of smart cities, such as
path dependency, it is incomplete. It does not account
for the deliberate and intentional efforts to create smart
cities. This omission is non-trivial. The increasing
awareness of urban fragility and need for resilience
in the face of a growing population and numerous
environmental challenges create a need for cities
to deliberately identify new urban efficiencies and
planning approaches (Hunter et al., 2019. Desouza
et al., 2019). These intentional efforts vary from city
to city and, depending on the approach taken, they
will present different challenges for the realization
of smart city objectives. In this paper, we consider
three different types of deliberate approaches, i.e.
pathways, to the creation of smart cities: 1) the
development of entirely new (smart) cities—from
scratch development, 2) smart city development
projects within particular parts of the city—infill smart
precinct/neighborhood development, and 3) the
advancement of smart cities through the integration
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of ICTs within the city organization—retrofitting the
city with smart technologies and platforms to increase
efficiencies.
To better understand the different pathways to
smart cities, we employ eight case examinations. It
is worth noting that some of the cases in this study
are considered canonical examples of smart cities.
The reliance on these oft-employed examples have
been met with some criticism. For example, Kichen
(2015) notes that these examples may be “exceptional
in nature, rather than typical.” As a result, they have
become “master tropes for smart cities…[that] provide
idealized visions of possible futures.” That said, unlike
previous case study research on smart cities, we put
these cases forward not as examples of best practices
to be emulated, but rather as examples that reflect
the continuum of smart city efforts.
Following this introduction, this paper proceeds
in four parts. The first part describes our
conceptualization of ‘pathways to smart cities,’ as well
as the framework we use to examine these pathways.
The second section provides an overview of our
cases and their relationship to the three pathways
we consider. The third section summarizes our key
findings, and then we offer some concluding thoughts
in the final section with respect to future directions
for research.

PATHWAYS TO SMART CITIES
In this paper, we are interested in understanding the
different pathways taken for creating or facilitating
smart cities. While scholars have yet to offer any
systematic examination of these different pathways,
the literature offers fairly clear descriptions thereof.
Drawing on this literature, then, we are able to
conceptualize three different pathways to smart cities.
As depicted in Figure 1 (below) this conceptualization
allows for different understandings of ‘a city,’ and, thus,
implies different types of challenges.
First, in many instances, smart cities are developed
from scratch. This conceptualization of—and
operational approach to—smart cities draws upon
the idea of a city as a singular physical entity. As
such, it can be built ‘from scratch’ to draw upon the
economic benefits typically attributed to cities. Often
referred to as green field developments, these new
cities are created through a series of public-private
partnerships. Often as part of a federal government
initiative, these developments are marketed in
terms of their potential for solving issues regarding
urbanization, congestion, and employment. In this
paper, we examine this pathway through three cases:
Songdo, South Korea; Masdar, Abu Dhabi; and,
Gujarat, India.
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A second, but related, pathway focuses on the
development of particular neighborhoods within a
city. To some degree, this is the most challenging
conceptualization and operationalization of a
smart city. It requires “retrofitting infrastructures
and systems” to existing cities. We examine this
pathway through two cases: the Hudson Yards
development project in New York City, and Jurong
Lake development in Singapore.
Finally, the third pathway we consider focuses less
on developing the physical space that occupies
the city, but rather pursuing a smart city through
the development of a technological platform that
integrates data from various organizational silos
within the city. From this perspective, the city is
understood in its organizational and managerial forms.
The emphasis here is on the ‘smartness’ of the city as
it relates to improved delivery of public services. We
consider this pathway through four cases: Amsterdam,
Netherlands; Manchester City, England; Barcelona,
Spain; and, Tel Aviv, Israel.
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As noted above, these pathways are not wholly
unique. Other scholars have described smart city
cases in similar terms. The contribution that we
offer in this paper, then, is to provide a side-byside examination of these pathways. To focus our
examination, we consider each of these pathways
in terms of three dominant themes that comprise
the smart city literature—governance and services,
integration of ICT infrastructure, and the role of
sustainability and social capital.
As depicted in Figure 2 (above), these themes offer
a lens through which we can examine the different
pathways to smart cities. The themes, as we describe
below, reflect key ideas about the objectives and
potential outcomes of smart cities. They provide
a reasonable basis, then, by which to consider the
different paths toward smart cities. More specifically,
we can examine—through our cases—how these
objectives and outcomes have been, more or less,
realized through different pathways.
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Over the previous two decades, scholars have put
forward numerous definitions of smart cities. For
example, Bowerman, Braverman, Taylor, Todosow, and
Wimmersperg (2000) defined a smart city as a place
capable of monitoring the conditions of all critical
infrastructure while optimizing resources, planning
preventative maintenance activities, and monitoring
security aspects to maximize services to residents. This
definition focuses on the relationship between the
physical infrastructure, technology, and systems in place
capable of maximizing services to residents. In contrast,
Rios (2008: 4) defines a smart city as “A city that gives
inspiration, shares culture, knowledge, and life, a city
that motivates its inhabitants to create and flourish in
their own lives. An admired city, a vessel to intelligence,
but ultimately an incubator of empowered spaces.”
While this idea is on the far side of human centered,
it demonstrates the variance between “smartness”
through technological means and “smartness” through
human capital. Finally, a third definition focuses on
governance and information systems. In particular,
Piro’s (2014: 169) definition denotes “A smart city is
intended as an urban environment, which, supported
by pervasive ICT systems, is able to offer advanced and
innovative services to residents to improve the overall
quality of their life.”
These definitions reflect the three main themes
behind the smart city concept (Waart, 2016);
namely a technological theme based on the use of
infrastructures; a human theme based on people,
education, learning, and knowledge as key drivers;
and an institutional theme based on governance
and policy and as a result of the importance of
cooperation between stakeholders and governments
(Nam and Pardo, 2011). We employ these three
themes—‘governance and services,’ ‘integration of ICT
infrastructure,’ and ‘the role of sustainability and social
capital’—in our analysis. They provide a lens through
which to examine the motivations, processes, and
outcomes of each case study. As an exploratory
project, we seek to develop insights into how each
of the pathways manifest the different outcomes
described in each theme.

THEME ONE: SMART CITY GOVERNANCE
AND SERIVCES
Information systems and urban policy research have
launched a large body of scholarly work surrounding
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the intersection of technology and city governance,
with a strong focus on digitalization of services to
improve resident’s quality of life. For example, Liu,
Gavino, and Purao (2014) regard smart governance
as a city that develops policies, strategies, and
frameworks that serve the unique needs of individual
residents. Dunleavy, Margetts, Bastow, and Tinkler
(2006) describe this as Digital Era Governance and
notes a transition towards a re-aggregation of public
services under direct government control around
the resident.
Over the past two decades, this perspective has
largely defined the use of ICT within public services
and has been identified as having three separate
phases. Liu et al. (2014) regard the first generation
as a mirror of the private sector with a focus on
reducing costs and increasing automation. The
second generation saw government adopting
market-based mechanisms to increase efficiencies,
however, it often resulted in increased complexity
for government organizations. In the final phase,
governance has adopted a platform-based approach
where ICT products are enablers of outcomes, with a
focus on service to residents (Fishenden, 2013).

THEME TWO: SMART CITY ICT/
 !"$!&$&! 
Another focus of smart city research has been
the movement toward technologically enhanced
public infrastructure. By focusing on technological
advancements, researchers considered that efficiencies
of the urban environment could be increased
considerably to deal with rising populations (Yigitcanlar
et al., 2009b). Heo et al. (2014) divide a smart city into
six main technological areas: 1) Smart power grids, 2)
Structural approaches, 3) Surveillance applications,
4) Transportation and traffic management, 5) Food,
water quality, and environmental monitoring, and 6)
Ubiquitous healthcare applications. This approach
varies considerably from the digital governance focus
of other researchers. This approach has a definite focus
on a city’s infrastructure rather than the services it can
offer to residents. Thus, this theme requires that we
consider how, as a city’s infrastructure is improved by
technological advancements, it might open the city to
challenges regarding network scalability, security, and
privacy concerns; network communication standards;
and system interoperability (Heo et al., 2014).
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THEME THREE: SMART CITY
"&"$$+ "$
The concept of sustainability developed from the
realization that current social, economic, and urban
development research failed to fully account for
the risks of environmental disasters or social decays
(Bibri, 2018: 100). Following this, the premise of
sustainability has risen as a holistic approach to
aligning city practices and urban development with
nature (Bibri and Krogstie, 2017). Its defining factor
is that it looks at all-inclusive decisions for long-term
benefits. This is a key distinction from the Digital Era
Governance approach (described above) that look
toward individualized services. Instead, sustainability
is based in the holistic, all-encompassing nature of
future developments. As such, sustainability can be
thought of as a state in which the natural and social
systems are not undermined by society (Bibri, 2018:
101).
Smart city sustainability research has largely
focused on ICT enablement to support the natural
environment and, as such, the common understanding
of smart city sustainability tends to focus on
renewable energies, waste removal, and other
environmentally sustainable practices. While these
practices often focus on the physical environment,
researchers have begun to suggest that sustainability
must also consider the social sphere in general, and
social capital, in particular (Lara, 2016; Granier and
Kudo, 2016).
Social capital can be understood as: “the links, shared
values and understandings in society that enable
individuals and groups to trust each other and so
work together” (OECD, 2007: 102). Within the
smart city literature, this idea has been adopted to
consider the influence of information technologies to
empower communication, community engagement,
and co-creation. This approach to a city’s “smartness”
is based on creating a network of communication
that simultaneously shares, educates, and involves all
residents, helping the city adapt to the problems that
arise. This thinking follows the idea that “human capital
will transform how people live and interact with each
other, leading to advancements in tech innovation.
Investments in communities and their learning
capabilities would lead to a better yield in innovation
and entrepreneurship” (Kummitha, 2017: 47).
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Our objective in this paper is to begin to develop
some insights into the different pathways that lead to
the making of prosperous smart cities. In particular,
we sought to understand how the pathways differed
(or not) with respect to achieving key outcomes
that define smart cities; notably governance and
services, integration of ICT infrastructure, and
the role of sustainability and social capital. In this
section we summarize the key insights from our case
examinations for each of these outcomes.
First, at the core of the governance and services theme,
is a question of the provision of public services.
That is, how is the adoption of ICT’s facilitating
government services? It may not be surprising, but
the two development pathways—green field and
neighborhood development—seem less successful
than the platform pathway in enhancing public
service delivery. This insight, however, may be
somewhat premature. The primary objective of
the development pathways is to establish a new
physical infrastructure—which these development
projects have, more or less, achieved. The question
of how these infrastructure efforts have effectively
met the needs of residents remains somewhat of
an open question. In contrast, the platform-based
pathway, perhaps predictably, is more quickly and
effectively enhancing the service provision for local
residents. For example, Tel Aviv’s population has seen
a large improvement in technological capabilities
from the Digi-tel platform, noting residents
even developing their own improvements to the
software. This technologically educated population
provides an attractive talent pool for business and
investment and allows residents to engage further
with the co-creation of solutions to numerous
urban challenges. Additionally, to the degree that
“transparency” is an objective of public sector service
provision, the platform pathway far exceeds the
two development pathways. For example, in smart
city initiatives in both Amsterdam and Barcelona,
the government enhanced transparency toward the
community by publishing documents and websites
that clearly outline the goals of the initiative. Rather
than attempting to reach these goals independently,
council launched a platform where the community
can contribute and become a part of the discussion.
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The second theme, integration of ICT infrastructure,
shifts the emphasis from service delivery to
infrastructure development. As one might anticipate,
both development pathways are clearly more
successful at integrating ICT’s with their physical
infrastructure than the platform-based approach.
That said, these development pathways face multiple
challenges in terms of achieving “smartness.” That
is to say, projects have demonstrated varying
levels of success, partly due to the complexity,
duration, and scale of the transformation. For
example, green field developments like Masdar
City show little success in terms of population, but
large success in terms of global partnerships and
economic return. Also, Hudson Yards is one such
example that has received public criticism due to
its failure to so far deliver on the advanced data
and sensor technology it promised. The physical
construction is successful, but without delivering
on some of the initial smart city deliverables, the
development has been interpreted as purely an
exercise for commercial investment, without a
clear benefit for the greater public. What these
examples demonstrate is that even as the physical
infrastructure is developed, one of the most difficult
challenges with these development projects—both
green field and neighborhood—is in aligning the
development processes with the socioeconomic and
political conditions in which they operate. Often, the
most impressive infrastructure upgrades have been
left underutilized due to a lack of public interest, or
the political conditions change before the project’s
completion.
In our final theme, the role of sustainability and social
capital, we find some unique findings. At the heart
of this theme is the idea that smart communities are
both environmentally and socially sustainable—where
social sustainability is understood in terms of resident
engagement and connectedness. Interestingly, the
platform pathway has provided far greater reported
level of engagement and connectedness. This is
somewhat surprising. Because the development
pathways occur in the physical space of the city and
are, typically, part of a public development approval
process, one might expect to see more resident
engagement than in smart cities created through
the platform pathway. Conversely, we found the
opposite. For example, a noticeable trend across
the European smart city landscape; Amsterdam,
Barcelona, and Manchester have all focused on the
development of a platform that allows residents
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to participate within the urban transformation
conversation. At the outset, these initiatives are
cheaper and tend to result in greater buy-in from the
public. Less examples of public criticism can be found
within these initiatives, as the public is a present
actor within the transformation. These initiatives
tend to align with the transformation of existing
areas and the integration of ICT systems to enable
the resident-government conversation. Relative to
the development pathways, the platform pathways
are, in some ways, developed and implemented
through a more engaged and bottom-up approach.
That said, both development pathways are clearly
far more complex undertakings. As a result, more
top-down approaches may seem to be the more
expedient way forward. But to pursue smart city
developments from this perspective presents
clear limits on the ability to fully develop a city’s
“smartness.”

&"
Transforming urban areas into prosperous, livable, and
sustainable settlements is a longstanding goal for local
governments. Today, countless urban settlements
across the globe have jumped onto the smart city
bandwagon to achieve this goal. Under the smart city
agenda, presently, many government agencies are
attempting to engineer an urban transformation to
tackle urban prosperity, livability, and sustainability
issues mostly through the means of technology
solutions (Yigitcanlar et al., 2019a). Nevertheless,
there is limited understanding on what smart cities
really are, how they emerge, and how prosperous
and sustainable smart cities can be erected. This
paper aimed to shed light on this understudied
area and generate insights to assist cities and their
administrations.
Our exploratory study focusing on the smart city
best practices across the globe helped us develop
insights into the making of prosperous smart cities. The
investigation revealed that we are at the beginning of
a new era that technology and the city are converging;
but at the same time the traditional tools of urban
policymaking and planning—such as stakeholder/
community engagement, placemaking, participatory
design, urban metabolism approach—are still highly
relevant. A healthy mix of contemporary and traditional
tools and approaches are critical in the development
of prosperous and sustainable smart cities. This is
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to say, while smart technology is critical, technology
alone cannot create smart cities, as it takes more than
just the state-of-the-art technological solutions to
transform cities into truly smart and sustainable ones
(Yigitcanlar and Kamruzzaman, 2018).
Additionally, as the study reveals, different
approaches are followed in different corners of the
globe for the development and practice of smart
cities. This finding has helped us to conceptualize
three distinctive pathways for smart cities. These
pathways to the making of prosperous smart cities are:
1) the development of entirely new (smart) cities—
from scratch development, 2) smart city development
projects within particular parts of the city—infill smart
precinct/neighborhood development, and 3) the
advancement of smart cities through the integration
of ICT’s within the city organization—retrofitting the

city with smart technologies and platforms to increase
efficiencies.
Finally, while each of the above-mentioned pathways
has their strengths and weaknesses and suitability for
certain country contexts, they shed light on the future
research studies that will focus on the development
of new and consolidated pathways. Nevertheless,
it should not be forgotten that the making of
prosperous smart cities highly depends on adequately
linking the guiding principles (such as having a system
of systems approach, adopting a quadruple-bottomline sustainable urban development perspective, and
mainstreaming the urban metabolism approach) and
traditional policymaking and planning methods with
technological advancements and the needs of the
societies (Yigitcanlar et al., 2019c). This rule applies to
all of the distinctive pathways this study introduced,
and the prospective ones yet to be formed.
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Sune Welling Hansen And Ulrik Kjaer
Trust in government and in politicians is a very crucial prerequisite for democratic processes. This is true not
only for the national level of government, but also for the regional and local levels. We make use of a large-scale
survey among citizens in Denmark to evaluate trust in politicians at different levels of government. And we find
that trust in local politicians is somewhat higher than trust in members of Parliament (MPs)—especially among
citizens who are well satisfied with the municipal service delivery. By introducing several municipal-level variables
in a multi-level analysis (MLA), it is also found that very chaotic government formation processes can negatively
influence trust in the mayor and the councilors. Reaching out for local power by being disloyal to one’s own party
or by breaking deals already made can sometimes secure the mayoralty, but it comes at a cost: lower trust among
the electorate.

$$!&"$
&$҃ ( " $$
The defining feature of representative democracy
is the representative connection between voters
and elected representatives by which voters elect
politicians who then make decisions on their behalf
until the next election, when voters then evaluate
the representatives by voting them in or out of office
(Manin, 1997; Przeworski et al., 1999; Trounstine,
2010). In its simplicity, this vital mechanism for
representative democracy looks ingenious at first,
but it is worth noticing how radical the idea of
representational democracy is. For an extensive
period of time (in many cases, four or five years) the
many voters allow the few politicians to rule them and
let them make sometimes critical political decisions
on their behalf. Deliberative arrangements, which
make discussions between citizens and politicians
possible in between elections, are, of course, also
a part of the representative democratic set-up in
many countries, but what basically keeps the system
together and enables political representation as a
continuously working form of democracy is trust.
If the voters trust the politicians and the political
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institutions, then the system is viable and can survive;
otherwise it will be seriously challenged. And in a
world where representative democracy in many
countries is seen as the preferred form of democracy,
it is therefore essential to monitor the level of the
citizens’ trust in their representatives and in the
legislatures these politicians inhabit.
Therefore, it is no surprise that the concept of political
trust has been discussed and researched extensively
for many years (e.g., Easton, 1965; Miller, 1974;
Bianco, 1994; Norris, 1999; Levi and Stoker, 2000). The
definitions of trust are many; for now we will follow
Miller and Listhaug who state that: “Trust…reflects
evaluations of whether or not political authorities
and institutions are performing in accordance with
normative expectations held by the public. Citizen
expectations of how government should operate
include, among other criteria, that it be fair, equitable,
honest, efficient, and responsive to society’s needs.
In brief, an expression of trust in government (or
synonymously political confidence and support) is a
summary judgement that the system is responsive and
will do what is right even in the absence of constant
scrutiny” (Miller and Listhaug, 1999).
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We fully acknowledge that several different
dimensions of political trust can be identified, but
instead of getting involved in that discussion, we
will stick to the definition’s point that trust is a kind
of “summary judgment.” And therefore, throughout
the article, we will take for granted the summary
judgment of the citizens that we have surveyed—if
they say that they have trust in politicians when asked
directly, we will trust their evaluation.
We will take the discussion and the empirical
analysis in a very specific direction, since we also
find it important that this concept and the empirical
understanding hereof is more multi-level in nature
than what has previously been seen. Despite more
and more focus on multi-level governance (Bache and
Flinders; Piattoni, 2010), it seems that in most cases
this means including the supranational level (e.g.,
the European Union), whereas the local government
level continuously is, if not outright forgotten, then
somewhat overlooked in many branches of political
and administrative science.

&"$ 
LOCAL LEVEL
The scarcity of studies on political trust at the local
level might have something to do with the tendency
to pay less attention to “low politics” compared
to “high politics.” Local governments often take
care of roads, sewage, water, zoning, and other
“technical” matters, whereas economic policy and
foreign policy are decided at the national level and
in the national political realm, sometimes even in
supranational spheres. (Although in many countries,
local governments are often in some ways involved
in important policy fields such as schools, social
services, and care for the elderly). However, without
taking sides in the debate on whether local or national
governments are the most important, it could be
argued that more attention should be paid to the
local government level. In all countries there are by
far more politicians elected at the local level than
at the national, and therefore it seems a bit peculiar
not to take these many local politicians into account
when political trust is discussed. Also, by including
the local level in the analyses of political trust, we
get a better empirical understanding of this specific
political/administrative phenomenon. Not only
does the local level supply us with more cases to
scrutinize, it also offers a unique comparative basis of
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analysis. We might be able to learn from comparing
trust at different political levels within the same
country and learn from the comparison different local
governments within the same country, thereby being
able to have many comparable cases (Lijphart, 1975).
Paradoxically, the sheer number of local governments
not only makes them interesting from a scholarly
point of view, it sometimes also makes them
less accessible for scholars since data on local
governments are often harder to access compared
to data on national governments. Precisely because
of data scarcity, it has been concluded, in regard to
the study of trust, that: “The extant literature is thus
ill equipped to comment critically on the nature of
public trust in local government” (Rahn and Rudolph,
2005: 531). But data on local government can be
produced, and therefore we will accept the challenge
and partake in an MLA on trust in governments.
We will do this by asking two questions. First, we will
ask where the level of political trust is highest—at the
national, regional, or local government level? Second,
we will focus on the local government level and try to
explain the variation across different municipalities.
This is in line with Rahn and Rudolph when they ask:
“Why is local political trust higher in some places than
in others?” (2005: 531).
We will conduct the study as a single country study
(comparing across levels and local governments) and
have chosen Denmark as our case. The reason for the
case selection is mostly related to the unique data
situation in Denmark. The official statistics on the
regional and municipal level are among the best in the
world (since most official statistics are split by region
and municipality). Also, and most importantly, it has
been possible to conduct several large-scale surveys
among Danish citizens over the years—surveys where
the number of respondents in each municipality has
been sufficiently high to apply MLA to the data.
Denmark consists of 98 municipalities and five
regions so that every Dane votes for three elective
bodies: municipal council, regional council, and
national parliament (Folketinget). In a survey
conducted in 2013, we asked 4,902 Danes about
their level of trust in these three institutions and their
level of trust in the politicians at each of the levels
(municipal councilors, regional councilor, and MPs).
We have sampled at least 30 respondents in each
municipality so that variables at the municipal level
can be included in multi-level analyses.
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In the next two parts of the article, we will use this
unique dataset to answer the two questions posed
above. In the first part, we will compare the trust
among the citizens to different levels of government
and in the next part we will explain the variation in
the trust of local politicians between citizens living in
different municipalities.

THE LOWER THE LEVEL OF
GOVERNMENT, THE MORE
$!&"$ĵ
Does citizen trust differ depending on which level of
government is under scrutiny? And if so, which level
of government receives the highest level of trust? The
hypothesis derived from the literature is quite clear:
“Trust is anticipated to grow as it becomes closer in
spatial scale—thus, the more local, the higher the
trust” (Petrzelka et al., 2013: 338). It is claimed that
it is distance between the citizen and the politicians/
administrators that can potentially create mistrust,
and from this premise it follows that trust is relatively
higher at the local government level than at the regional
and national level of government. The claim has been
made by several authors (e.g., Jennings, 1998; Levi and
Stoker, 2000; Cole and Kincaid, 2001) and it has also
found some empirical support (Cole and Kincaid 2000),
although the evidence is not conclusive (e.g., Petrzelka
et al. 2013).
The argument that trust is higher at the lower levels
seems sound and consistent with the tendency not to
trust strangers; the larger the jurisdiction, the farther
away the political/administrative system will ceteris
paribus be to the average citizen, in terms of physical
distance and in more figurative terms, and therefore
the politicians will be less known and thereby less
trusted. However, this line of argument could also be
challenged. First of all, some people might actually
trust strangers. Secondly, the way citizens get to
“know” their politicians is not only by meeting them
in person—today most people probably “know” their
politicians from the media. Thirdly, by hypothesizing
that the closer the citizens are to their politicians, the
more they trust them, it is more or less implied that
knowledge can only be advantageous for the way
citizens perceive politicians, thereby neglecting that
information can also reveal less trustworthy traits of
the politicians.
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Therefore, the question of trust at different levels
of government is more an empirical question. When
surveying citizens’ trust, it is, however, important to
make a few distinctions. A distinction can be made
between trust in the politicians and trust in the
institutions—it is possible to trust the parliament as an
institution without trusting the MPs currently serving
there, and vice versa. Also, politicians are different—
some of them are not only representatives but also
hold executive power and/or a leadership position.
Therefore, in the Danish case, we have asked the
citizens about their trust in the parliament as an
institution, the MPs, and those MPs who hold a
leadership position. And we have asked about
their trust in these three institutions/politicians at
the national, regional, and local government level,
respectively. The results in terms of the average level
of trust for these nine groups, based on the survey
conducted in Denmark, are reported in Table 1.
As demonstrated in Table 1, Danish citizens’ trust in
their politicians and the institutions they inhabit is not
that overwhelming. On the 10-point scale applied,
most of the results are around the middle of the scale,
indicating that Danes in general are not mistrustful of
their politicians, but they do not trust them a lot either.
For all three levels of government, it is also
demonstrated that the trust in politicians is a little
lower than the trust in the corresponding legislatures.
The differences are not huge, but as it can be seen in
Table 1, they are statistically significant. Citizens trust
their national parliament, their regional parliament,
and their local parliament to some extent, but they
trust the politicians who are presently holding the
seats there a little less. As for the leadership, the
findings are inconclusive.
For our purpose, the most interesting finding
reported in Table 1 pertains to trust across levels of
government. No matter whether we analyze trust in
legislatures, leadership, or politicians, a clear pattern
can be observed: The citizen’s trust in the local
government level is higher than the same citizen’s
trust in the regional and national level of government.
The difference is not huge, but it is statistically
significant. So, in the Danish case, the traditional
hypothesis claiming higher trust at the local level
cannot be rejected.
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Legislature

Leadership

Politicians

National level

5.02
(4.95-5.10)

4.27
(4.19-4.36)

4.76
(4.69-4.83)

Regional level

4.82
(4.76-4.88)

4.60
(4.53-4.66)

4.66
(4.59-4.72)

Local level

5.53
(5.47-5.60)

5.41
(5.34-5.49)

5.28
(5.21-5.34)

Notes: The nine numbers on trust represents (from left to right, top to bottom): Parliament, the national government, members of
parliament, regional council, chairman of regional councils, regional councilors, municipal council, mayors, and municipal councilors.
Scale 0 (”No trust at all”), 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 (”Very high level of trust”).
n = 4.902 (weighted).
Source: Danish Local Democracy Survey 2013

)$!&"$"
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Not all the citizens have the same level of trust in
their politicians. Therefore, we will move on to the
second question posed in the introduction, namely:
Who trusts their politicians the most? We will focus
on the local politicians—the councilors—since this
will allow us to search for explanations also at the
institutional level. Studies of trust have already
included several individual-level variables, but our
claim is that not only is the individual interesting
in that respect, but the political jurisdiction where
this individual is living can also be important for our
understanding of the individual’s evaluation of the
political jurisdiction and its politicians. We will follow
Rahn and Rudolph who state, “[Trust]… cannot be
explained solely by accounting for variation in the
attributes and attitudes of the individuals who live in
each city” (Rahn and Rudolph 2005: 531) and have
as our main focus to expand the analysis by also
including institutional-level variables.
We will, of course, in our models, still include
variables at the individual level, but they will mostly
serve as controls. These individual-level variables
will be the “usual suspects”; that is, variables that
are often included in studies of trust (Levinsen,
2003). We will include in our analyses a number of
sociodemographic variables, namely age, education,
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employment sector, and income, hypothesizing
that older, more educated, higher-income citizens,
as well as those employed in the public sector, will
have higher trust than their counterparts. We will
also include a number of attitudinal variables, namely
how informed the individual is about local politics,
their interest in local politics, their satisfaction with
the municipal services provided, and their general
trust in other people (social trust), hypothesizing that
the more informed, the more interested, the more
satisfied, and the more socially trusting, the more the
individual will trust their local politicians.
Then there is our additional claim, namely that
explanations to the variation in trust should also
be examined at the institutional level—in this case,
at the municipal level. Already, two municipal-level
variables have been introduced in the literature. First,
at least since Dahl and Tufte’s seminal book on size
and democracy (Dahl and Tufte, 1973), there has been
an interest in the potential effect of the municipal
size (in terms of the number of inhabitants) on
different dimensions of local democracy. Politicians
are supposed to be more responsive in smaller
democracies (Dahl and Tufte, 1973: 12ff), leading to
more trust in smaller municipalities than in larger. And
even though there has not been a lot of empirical
testing of the “small is beautiful”-thesis (Petrzelka
et al. 2013), some studies have found a negative
correlation between municipal size and citizen trust
(Rahn and Rudolph, 2005: 547; Denters, 2002; see
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however Levinsen, 2003). Therefore, the following is
our first hypothesis at the municipal level: ro|_;vbv
ƐĹ$_;Ѵ-u];u|_;lmb1br-Ѵb|ķ|_;Ѵo;u|_;1b|b;mvĽ
|uv|bm|_;buѴo1-ѴroѴb|b1b-mvĺ
Municipal size is one thing—another is if the
municipality has recently merged with other
municipalities and therefore if citizens have
experienced a change in the size of their municipality.
If an amalgamation has been implemented, the
citizen may have lost some of their faith in the
councilors; for instance, in some cases councilors
may no longer live in the citizen’s own village or
neighborhood. Even though reform effects are
in some studies discarded (Reitan et al., 2015), a
negative effect of municipal mergers on citizen trust
has been empirically demonstrated (Hansen, 2013),
and therefore our second hypothesis is:ro|_;vbv
ƑĹ=|_;lmb1br-Ѵb|_-vu;1;m|Ѵ0;;mr-u|o=
-m-l-Ѵ]-l-|bomķ|_;1b|b;mĽv|uv|bm|_;buѴo1-Ѵ
roѴb|b1b-mvbѴѴ0;Ѵo;uĺ
As clever and insightful as Dahl and Tufte’s book
on size and democracy is, it has, however, also led
to a tendency to focus almost exclusively on the
question of size when dimensions of local democracy
are evaluated (e.g. Denters et al., 2014; Kjaer and
Mouritzen, 2003). We will, however, also go beyond
size and include specific political variables. First,
we will include the level of political conflict in the
municipality; if the politicians regularly engage in
infighting, it might lead to higher levels of mistrust
among the citizens. It is often claimed that local
politics is more consensual than politics at other levels
(Barber, 2013), and not least in Denmark where local
politics has been assessed as being very consensual
with a widespread norm of consensus (Berg and
Kjær, 2009). The most important determinant of how
consensual politics is conducted in the municipalities
is supposed to be the width or breadth of the
coalition forming the majority behind the mayor
(the mayor is indirectly elected by and among the
councilors), and therefore, our third hypothesis is:
ro|_;vbvƒĹ$_;0uo-7;u|_;l-ou-Ѵ1o-Ѵb|bomķ|_;
]u;-|;u|_;1b|b;m|uv|bmѴo1-ѴroѴb|b1b-mvĺ
When there have been negative stories about the
councilors and the mayors in Denmark in the past
years, it has mostly been regarding the coalition
formation processes. At the 2009 local elections (the
latest election before our survey was administered
in spring 2013), several municipalities experienced
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unusually chaotic formation processes characterized
by extreme political tumult. In no less than 10 out of
the 98 municipalities, a situation occurred where the
coalition formed right after the election was cancelled
and a new one formed before the original coalition
was formally put into effect. In some of these cases,
councilors left their own party to join the opposing
party (and get the mayoralty themselves). The stories
from the 10 municipalities differ slightly (see Elklit
and Kjaer, 2013), but what they have in common
is that they were intensively covered by local and
national media, and the citizens were in most cases
not only surprised but also somewhat offended by the
councilors failing to respect the electoral result and
not honoring their own original deals with each other.
Therefore, our fourth hypothesis is: ro|_;vbvƓĹm
lmb1br-Ѵb|b;v_;u;|_;1o-Ѵb|bom=oul-|bomruo1;vv
-||_;Ѵ-|;v|;Ѵ;1|bom-v;|u;l;Ѵ1_-o|b1ķ|_;
1b|b;mĽv|uv|bm|_;buѴo1-ѴroѴb|b1b-mvbѴѴ0;Ѵo;uĺ
We have run three different models including these
variables stepwise. In the first model, only the
sociodemographic explanatory variables are included,
while in the second model, the attitudinal variables
and individual-level variables are also included. In
the third model, the municipal-level variables are
also included, making it possible to test our four
hypotheses (therefore, this third model is run as an
MLA).
We run each of the three models using three different
dependent variables, namely trust in the mayor, trust
in the councilors, and trust in MPs (the last one as a
control). The results are reported in Table 2.
In Table 2, it can be seen that among the individuallevel variables, the attitudinal variables are far more
important than the sociodemographic ones. None
of the sociodemographic variables are significant in
the model explaining trust in the mayor, when the
attitudinal variables are included, and only minor
effects (negative ones) are found regarding age and
education in the model explaining trust in councilors.
The explanatory power of the attitudinal variables
is much higher—a clear and statistically significant
positive correlation with trust in mayors and
councilors is found for level of information, interest
in local politics, satisfaction with local service, and
general social trust. This is more or less as expected
(see also Levinsen, 2003).
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Satisfaction with municipal services

Interest in municipal politics

Informed about municipal politics

Low-income family

Unemployed

Public sector

Private sector

Employment sector

High school diploma

Age

(0.076)
0.119***
(0.044)
0.112**
(0.052)
0.534***
(0.016)

(0.088)
0.126
(0.081)
-0.012
(0.076)
0.120***
(0.044)
0.112**
(0.052)
0.534***
(0.016)

0.054
(0.093)
-0.188**
(0.087)

-0.015

(0.081)

0.131

(0.088)

0.041

(0.101)

Ref.

(0.071)

0.040

(0.071)

(0.082)

-0.050

0.066

-0.052

0.242***

(0.003)

Ref.

(0.003)

(0.003)

0.004

Ref.

0.004

0.022***

Trust in mayor

(0.072)

-0.167**

(0.078)

0.037

(0.084)

0.185**

Ref.

(0.068)

0.133**

(0.002)

0.014***

(0.013)

0.429***

(0.042)

0.253***

(0.036)

0.101***

(0.061)

0.014

(0.066)

0.099

(0.072)

0.121*

Ref.

(0.057)

-0.148***

(0.002)

-0.006***

Trust in councilors

$-0Ѵ;Ƒĺ -mbv_1b|b;mvĽ|uv|bml-ouvķ1om1bѴouvķ-m7l;l0;uvo=r-uѴb-l;m|Ővő

(0.013)

0.429***

(0.042)

0.254***

(0.036)

0.102***

(0.062)

0.012

(0.066)

0.100

(0.072)

0.118

Ref.

(0.058)

-0.146**

(0.002)

-0.006***

(0.075)

-0.236***

(0.081)

-0.129

(0.088)

0.092

Ref.

(0.069)

0.225***

(0.002)

0.010***

(0.014)

0.303***

(0.047)

0.079*

(0.040)

0.127***

(0.069)

-0.081

(0.074)

-0.062

(0.081)

0.040

Ref.

(0.064)

-0.001

(0.002)

-0.004

Trust in MPs

(0.014)

0.305***

(0.047)

0.076

(0.040)

0.129***

(0.069)

-0.079

(0.074)

-0.065

(0.081)

0.037

Ref.

(0.065)

0.002

(0.002)

-0.004
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70-79 %

60-69 %

50-59 % of seats

Width of mayoral coalition

Municipality part of merger in 2007

90.001+

60.001-90.000

45.001-60.000

30.001-45.000

-30.000 inhabitants

Municipal size

Social trust

(0.087)
0.110
(0.086)

0.368**
(0.169)

(0.070)

(0.136)

(0.171)

0.028

-0.066

-0.019

(0.109)

(0.213)

0.223

0.049

0.068

Ref.

(0.094)

(0.184)

Ref.

0.038

0.073

(0.079)

(0.154)
Ref.

0.105

0.120

Ref.

(0.088)

(0.012)

(0.172)

(0.012)

0.174***

-0.016

(0.015)

(0.015)

0.174***

Trust in councilors

-0.163

0.149***

0.149***

Trust in mayor

(0.014)

0.197***

Trust in MPs

(0.096)

0.146

(0.097)

0.108

Ref.

(0.078)

0.159**

(0.122)

0.045

(0.105)

0.112

Ref.

(0.088)

0.089

(0.098)

0.057

(0.014)

0.197***
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0.273***
(0.053)
3.859***
(0.085)

0.515***
(0.093)
5.252***
(0.115)

4,296/93

4,242/93

0.066

(0.197)

(0.193)

0.089

0.626***

4.172***

-0.260**
(0.102)

-0.652***
(0.201)

4,242/93

0.047

(0.085)

3.859***

(0.041)

0.190***

(0.255)

4,296/93

0.031

(0.080)

3.651***

(0.029)

0.119***

4,242/93

0.010

(0.057)

2.592***

(0.012)

0.027***

(0.154)

(0.080)

(0.157)

(0.151)

0.121

0.405***

4,242/93

0.005

(0.057)

2.592***

(0.011)

0.014***

(0.175)

1.077***

(0.123)

(0.244)

1.154***

-0.116

-0.102

4.517***

(0.164)

(0.325)

0.515**

0.193

0.370

Trust in councilors

4,296/93

0.007

(0.087)

3.981***

(0.017)

0.030***

(0.152)

4.236***

4,242/93

0.008

(0.072)

3.269***

(0.015)

0.027***

(0.173)

1.466***

Trust in MPs

4,242/93

0.005

(0.072)

3.268***

(0.013)

0.017***

(0.197)

1.229***

(0.114)

0.163

(0.089)

-0.015

(0.138)

0.026

(0.184)

0.006

Source: Danish Local Democracy Survey 2013.

Notes: The dependent variable is trust in the municipal mayor, local politicians, or members of parliament. Reported are unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. *
p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. The ten municipalities with chaotic coalition formation processes are Allerød, Helsingør, Rebild, Frederikshavn, Nordfyns, Syddjurs, Randers, Kerteminde,
Holstebro, and Lyngby-Taarbæk.

No. of obs./groups

ICC

Var(residual)

Var(intercept)

Intercept

Chaotic coalition formation processes

100 %

90-99 %

80-89 %

Trust in mayor

But how about the four variables at the municipal
level? Table 2 demonstrates that our first and
second hypotheses can be rejected without much
further discussion. There is no statistically significant
correlation between municipal size or municipal
mergers and trust in the local politicians, regardless of
whether it is trust in the councilors or in the mayors.
As for the size of the mayoral coalition—hypothesis
3—the results are not conclusive, but it is
demonstrated that if the mayor can form a very broad
coalition including the entire council (this actually
sometimes happens in Denmark) he or she will gain
more trust from the citizens. However, the causal
mechanism here cannot be established, since a very
trustworthy mayor probably has better chances to
form a broad coalition.
This leaves us with the chaotic coalition formation
processes—Hypothesis 4—and here the results are
very clear. As Table 2 demonstrates, trust in local
politicians is—even three years after the events—
lower in municipalities where the mayoral coalition
was formed under very chaotic and politically
“bloody” circumstances. In the municipalities
where some of the politicians violated done deals,
shifted party, and behaved disloyal to their political
allies, the citizens trust their politicians less than in
municipalities where everybody played by the rules
and where the government formation was conducted,
as they usually are, in a calm, orderly manner.
The lower level of trust is clearer regarding trust in
the mayor than regarding trust in the councilors.
The mayor who wins the mayoralty in a process
characterized by tumult pays a price in terms of
lower trust, but also the councilors in general are
punished when the citizens afterward evaluate how
trustworthy they are. In Table 2, the same models are
also run with trust in MPs as the dependent variable,
and it is seen that, as hypothesized, this trust is not
affected by the chaotic coalition formations, which
strengthen the finding.
As a robustness check, we have also run the models
with the difference in trust of politicians at the local
and national level as the dependent variable. This
analysis is therefore targeted on the difference in
trust—who is it who trusts their local politicians
relatively more than their national politicians? In
these analyses a few of the findings from Table 2
are moot, but most of the findings are repeated in
this relative analysis, not least of which is that the
degree of satisfaction with the municipal service is
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still important to the level of trust. If local councilors
and mayors would like to have their constituents
to trust them, they should focus on the delivery
of municipal services. And then there is the issue
of chaotic coalition formations, a variable in this
model that is highly statistically significant. And the
negative effect is still greater on the trust in mayors
than on the trust in councilors. The chaotic coalition
formation processes have given the mayor the office,
but not without costing them the trust of the citizens.
The citizens trust the mayors who conquered mayoral
office in an atmosphere of tumult less than mayors
who avoided this chaos, and the councilors in these
municipalities also pay a price for being partakers or
at least bystanders in the chaotic processes.

&"Ĺ! "
$, $!&"$
GOVERNMENTS
This article has demonstrated that the citizens trust
their local politicians—mayors and councilors—more
than they trust their national politicians in the country
of Denmark. This is not very surprising since this is
in accordance with the general perception that trust
increases when the level of government decreases.
Therefore, we have also devoted a part of this article
to analyze citizen trust across municipalities; even
though the trust in local politicians is relatively high
compared to other levels of government, it is not
equally high in every municipality. Several variables at
the individual level have been included in the analyses
together with a number of variables at the municipal
level, namely size, merger status, coalition breadth,
and chaotical coalition formation.
The findings are that trust in local politicians is
affected by the experienced level of satisfaction
with services delivered by the municipality (the more
satisfied, the more trust) and then, more surprisingly,
by how the coalition formation process was
conducted (if chaotic, then less trust).
This indicates, that if trust in local governments is
to be increased, there are at least two important
ways to do so. First, results matter and therefore the
municipality should focus on delivering the highest
quality of service. In Denmark, the municipalities are
in charge of, for instance, day care, primary schools,
social services, elderly care, housing, planning, and
water/sewage, and they should focus on these
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tasks. This goes for the politicians themselves who
are involved in many of the decisions—especially
the more detailed ones—through their seats on
committees. And it also applies to the administrative
officers and the people employed at the municipality;
local government administration should optimize
delivery of municipal services so that the municipality
and the politicians will be trusted.
Second, the paper has demonstrated that the very
chaotic coalition formation processes seen in a tenth
of the Danish municipalities at the 2009 elections
were not without costs. The political game can be
muddy, bloody, and chaotic and it produces political

winners and losers when the game is over and the
prizes are distributed (not least, in the mayoral office).
The politicians are, of course, very involved in these
processes and they will go to great length to secure
themselves the best rewards. But it seems that
councilors and prospective mayors can also be too
tactical and too determined to achieve power. If they
break done deals or are disloyal to their own party, it
comes at a cost since the citizens do not like this kind
of game and lower their level of trust in politicians
acting in this way. The message is clear for councilors
and prospective mayors: Follow the rules and avoid
chaos because your constituents are watching, and
their trust is at stake.
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