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Introduction
Hanne Warming

This book is a pioneering work addressing trust dynamics in children’s
lives from the perspective of the new sociological studies of childhood.
It aims to enhance our understanding of children’s wellbeing, citizen-
ship and participation, and offers new theoretical angles which we
hope will inform future research into these pressing issues. 

Over 30 years ago, Niklas Luhmann pointed out the lack of studies
about trust in the sociological literature (Luhmann, 1979). Today, this no
longer holds true. Quite the contrary, trust is nowadays widely recognised
as highly pertinent to social life and individual agency in highly complex
societies. Trust as a central concept is today deployed in theoretical and
empirical analyses in various fields, as evident from literature reviews of
trust studies carried out by Misztal (1996), Blomqvist (1997) and Grosse
(2009). These reviews identify no less than 15 overarching fields of trust
research covering a myriad of subcategories and subthemes (Christensen,
forthcoming). Although the large number of overarching fields recorded
is partly attributable to the different categorisation strategies used (e.g.
according to scientific discipline or the relationship of trust to other con-
cepts), it is striking that in this literature trust only appears once in con-
nection with childhood and children, namely in Grosse’s review (Grosse,
2009). Here, childhood is linked to one of the five categories of scientific
discipline that she lists under trust research, namely psychology. The
other disciplines listed are sociology, political science, economy, philo-
sophy, theology and the sociology of religion (Grosse, 2009; Christensen,
forthcoming). It seems that childhood has been largely overseen in trust
research in most disciplines, even sociology, with the single exception of
psychology. And even here, childhood tends to be approached from a tra-
ditional developmental psychological perspective which regards children
as objects and ‘becomings’ rather than as active agents and ‘beings’. None



of these studies draw on insights from the new social studies of child-
hood, nor do they contribute significantly to this paradigm. 

In 2010, Michael Christensen conducted a review on trust in childhood
research as part of a Danish research project on trust in social work with
children at risk (see www.tillid.ruc.dk). The review is based on 1.258 
articles from peer reviewed childhood research journals, which include
the words ‘trust’, ‘mistrust’ or ‘distrust’ in their title, abstract or keywords.
This review reveals an interesting paradox: although trust is considered
very important in these articles, it is vaguely defined and often not 
explicitly conceptualised. Only very few articles pay attention to the
diversity of meanings of trust, or discuss how trust differs from related
concepts such as confidence, faith and trustworthiness. These articles
include Tranter and Skrbis (2009), Raamat et al. (2008), Salmi et al.
(2007), Paton (2007) and Harlow and Shardlow (2006) (Christensen,
forthcoming). Finally, the book Violations of Trust: How Social and Welfare
Institutions Fail Children and Young People (Bessant et al., 2005) deserves
mention as a more extensive piece of work; however, it refers solely to the
Australian context and focuses on the dynamics of trust violation at the
expense of the dynamics of trust building.

In sum, trust and mistrust typically figure in sociological research 
on childhood as significant, but under-theorised and very seldom 
systematically explored factors which shape children’s participation,
citizenship and wellbeing. There is a dearth of in-depth sociological
studies on the dynamics of trust building and violation which take into
account the interplay of micro, meso and macro dynamics. This book is
intended as a first step towards filling these gaps. We hope that it will be
a source of inspiration for further research and publication within this
important field. 

Trust, participation and citizenship in complex globalised
societies

In sociological literature on life conditions in globalised societies 
characterised by increasing risk, complexity and unpredictability, trust
is regarded not only as an essential human need, but as crucial to indi-
viduals’ agency and their ability to cooperate with others (Luhmann,
2005). Following this line of thought, the concept of trust can help 
us to understand the challenges to, and opportunities for, individual
and collective agency, and thus also for children’s and young people’s 
participation and citizenship in globalised societies. Not surprisingly,
therefore, researchers from many different disciplines have shown increasing
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interest in the role played by trust in social cohesion, social capital 
and citizenship (e.g. Warren, 1999; Uslaner, 1999 and Misztal, 2001),
deliberative democracy (see Harré, 1999 and Inglehart, 1999), and respon-
sivity in social work (see Howe, 1998; Smith, 2001 and Ruch, 2005).
Giddens (1990, 1991), for his part, analyses how the disembedding pro-
cesses of modernity change and challenge trust. Likewise, in their research
on social work, Parton (1998), Smith (2001) and Ruch (2005) point out
that processes of bureaucratisation, contractualisation and standardisa-
tion undermine trust, making it a ‘scarce resource’ (Smith, 2001: 289).

Curiously, however, this important research on trust has not yet really
filtered into the field of children’s participation and citizenship. Figura-
tively speaking, the two research fields seem to have inhabited parallel
universes. One explanation for this may be that despite the growing
number of publications in the field of children’s citizenship and parti-
cipation, the subject is still quite under-theorised, as pointed out by Moosa-
Mitha (2005), Tisdall and Liebel (2008) and Thomas and Percy-Smith
(2010). Although this is changing – Moosa-Mitha’s article, the first part 
of the collected book Children and Citizenship (Williams & Invernizzi,
2007) and the third part of A Handbook of Children and Young People’s
Participation (Percy-Smith & Thomas, 2010) are important examples of
that – on the whole this emergent theorising still overlooks the significance
of trust for participation and citizenship. 

This book arose from my realisation that the trust concept held great
potential for research into children’s participation and citizenship in
particular, and for their wellbeing and agency in general. I hope that
the book will go some way towards remedying the absence of a theo-
retically-based understanding of trust in the new social studies of child-
hood. The book is based on work carried out within the framework of
an international research network on ‘Trust dynamics in the govern-
ance of children and youth’ (TRUDY),1 which I initiated in 2010.

Content of the book

The book explores trust dynamics in the governance of children and
youth as contextualised in specific social arenas (institutions, the local,
the national and the global), in time (the global age) and as constructed
over time. Thus, in line with Halldén (2005) and Uprichard (2008), we
approach childhood from a combined ‘becoming’ and ‘being’ perspec-
tive. Becoming and being are two intertwined dimensions of childhood,
which are both located within what Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1994) has
termed the ecological system. The ecological system, that provides the
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context for children’s lives and development, consists of five different
types of subsystem: microsystems, which are the face-to-face settings in
which children participate, for example school, daycare institutions, peer
groups and the family; mesosystems, which are the linkages and processes
between two or more microsystems; exosystems, which are the ‘linkages
and processes between two or more settings, at least one of which does
not contain the child but in which events occur that indirectly influence’
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994: 39–40) the child’s microsystems; macrosystems,
which are the overarching cultural patterns of discourses and practices;
and chronosystems, which encompass ‘changes and consistency over time’
which may affect both the child and the environment in which s/he lives
(Ibid.). 

Using the concept of trust dynamics, we address the causes and con-
sequences of trust building and trust violation processes, which are explored
through the combination of theoretical depth and direct application to
analyses in different institutional and cultural contexts. The theoretical
and empirical exploration of trust dynamics range from a subjective level,
to interactions and institutional dynamics, to research examining the dis-
cursive and social structural level, and not least linkages between the 
different levels, covering the entire ecological system (Bronfenbrenner,
1994).

Chapter 1, by Warming, revisits the issues raised in this introduction
regarding how to theorise the relationship between trust and children’s
participation and citizenship. The chapter shows how Luhmann’s con-
cept of trust can be developed by reinterpreting it in the light of a 
difference-centred approach to children’s citizenship, and combining it
with Delanty’s distinction between disciplinary and inclusive citizen-
ship learning processes (identity) and Bourdieu’s power sensitive theory
of practice for the purpose of a critical rather than functional approach.
These theoretical points are illustrated using a case borrowed from a
Danish child-led research project on trust in social work. Chapter 2, by
Moran-Ellis and Sünker, develops the issue of a critical power sensitive
approach. Based on the observation that adult support of children’s par-
ticipation is in practice still a contested space, the authors argue that this
is related to adults trust and mistrust in children, which is again related 
to generational power structures. The argument unfolds through analysis
of three cases of children as collective agents. The chapter enhances an
understanding of trust-power dynamics, and how they shape the social
spaces of children as collective agents. 

The next two chapters offer empirical analyses of trust dynamics 
on a subjective level. Chapter 3, by Grosse and Warming, examines the
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impact of childhood trust experiences for children’s wellbeing and
trust dispositions throughout the life course. The chapter moves beyond
an individual psychological understanding of trust by examining the
impact of critical incidents within the framework of institutions such
as the family, schools or social work settings, and those of a more inter-
personal nature such as relationships with parents and peers, as well 
as more latent perceptions of early life. The analysis, which is based on
qualitative interviews with young and middle aged Swedes and Danish
children, shows how institutional practices and logics, the personality 
of significant others and dominant discourses all shape experiences of
confidence and trust, and influence the development of subjective trust
attitudes and behaviour dispositions. In Chapter 4, Turton takes an 
in-depth look at the identity and agency consequences of trust violation
by a ‘significant other’. Her contribution enhances our knowledge about
the micro dynamics of the relationship between trust and children’s 
participation and wellbeing. Her analysis moves beyond an individual
psychological understanding, demonstrating how these micro dynamics
are shaped by the discursive context. Her empirical focus is the difficulties
that victims of maternal incest have in disclosing their abuse, and the
dilemmas these children face when considering who to trust. The analysis
is based on interviews with adult survivors of female perpetrators. 

Picking up key themes from the two previous chapters, the next two
chapters examine trust dynamics in social work. In Chapter 5, by Pinkney,
the analysis is based on qualitative interviews with British welfare pro-
fessionals and consultations held by children’s rights organisations with
groups of children and young people. The focus is on work with children
and young people who are either already in residential or foster care, 
or who have been deemed to be at risk of significant harm. The analysis
assesses the personal and institutional constraints experienced during the
trust development process. It further provides examples of good practice
in which such constraints are overcome. It is argued that a key task both
for individual professionals and child welfare institutions is to recognise
the significance of the trust development process, and of trust relations,
within the often fraught and contested arena of social work with children
and youth. Along similar lines, Christensen’s chapter (Chapter 6) on
‘Trust, Social Work and Care Ethics’ in a Danish context uses a Luh-
mannian perspective on trust to explore the situated position of social
workers employed within a municipality structure. Taking its point of
departure in critiques of the current dominant institutional focus on pro-
cedure, cost reduction, cost effectiveness and documentation, the chapter
argues that the latter constitute significant constraints in trust building
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processes between social workers and children at risk. Drawing upon
empirical material from an ongoing research project, Christensen shows
how, seen from a Luhmannian perspective on trust, social workers may
be regarded as situated between the role of a system representative with
specific trust signifiers, and that of an individual with personal trust
attributes. He explains how social workers struggle to manage these dif-
ferent roles, but that these struggles – if carried out successfully – have the
potential to create spaces in which positive, trustful relations between
social workers and children at risk can be forged.

Chapter 7, by Baraldi and Farini, explores the dynamics of trust, espe-
cially trust building, on an interactional and institutional level. Based 
on different theoretical conceptualisations of trust (Luhmann, Giddens,
Rogers and Kelman) and the possibilities they offer for trust building,
combined with empirical analysis of interactions between students and
educators, the chapter examines the theoretical consistency and empirical
verifiability of presuppositions about trust building. The empirical ana-
lysis is based on videotaped interactions recorded during two inter-
national peace building summer camps for adolescents held in Italy, that
is, videotaped activities of peace education among non-scholastic inter-
cultural cross-national groups, and mediation activities in intercultural
classrooms. These cases are strategically chosen for the purpose of exam-
ining, identifying and highlighting the types of educational actions that
hold potential for trust promotion. The chapter thus offers theoretical
development as well as examples of good trust building practice in educa-
tional systems. 

Exploring the intersection between different discursive constructions 
of ‘wellbeing’, ‘children’s best interest’ and ‘proper parenting’, Chapter 8,
by Pantea, studies trust dynamics at the structural discursive level. The
chapter situates children whose parents work abroad as under-recognised
participants in the globalisation process. It contributes to our under-
standing of trust dynamics in the governance of children, and to know-
ledge about how children’s participation and citizenship are shaped, by
analysing how ‘children’s best interest’ is symbolically negotiated among
different actors (children, parents, caretakers, teachers, social workers) and
the state of Romania. The empirical basis for the analysis is a literature
review, document analysis and qualitative interviews with children and
social workers. By exploring the intersection between different meanings
of ‘wellbeing’, the chapter advances our understanding of the dynamics
of power, control and trust as they relate to children as a social group,
and of how these connect to the national context, in this case a former
totalitarian society. The latter point is followed up in Chapter 9, in which
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Ule explores trust dynamics in the governance of youth at the structural
level in Slovenia, by analysing changes in the relationship between youth
and society during the past two decades. This period was characterised by
the transition from socialism to neoliberalism, which has accentuated
social differences such as class, gender and ethnicity. The analysis, which is
based on comparisons of data from youth studies carried out during this
period, shows how this transition has transformed the position of young
people from being a privileged group to being the ‘weakest link’. This is
because they are increasingly subject to pressures from social institutions
such as the labour market, educational system, social care and protection,
social security and health, over which they have very little or no influence.
Increasingly, young people in Slovenia perceive the social world as unclear
and unpredictable. They display low levels of trust in political institutions
and subjects, and show a distinct tendency to turn towards privacy and
private life. Thus, this chapter offers important insights into the – in this
case negative – dynamic relationship between the general social structure
and young people’s trust in the society in which they live.

The concluding chapter reflects on the lessons learned across the 
chapters, arguing that the trust approach poses great potentials for 
a dynamic understanding of the shaping of children’s participation,
citizenship and life quality, including of the role of the welfare pro-
fessionals. However, also limitations and a need for further theoretical
development is revealed, which then together with the proven potentials
form the basis for pointing out directions for future research. 

Note

1 See www.ruc.dk/institutter/isg/forskningen/centre-netvaerk-samarbejder/trudy.
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1
Theorising Trust – Citizenship
Dynamics
Conceptualisation of the
Relationship Between Trust and
Children’s Participation and
Citizenship in Globalised Societies
Hanne Warming

This chapter explores how sociological theories of trust can contribute
to a dynamic and critical understanding of children’s participation and
citizenship within the new sociology of childhood paradigm. Critical is
understood here as a dialectical approach which is attentive to power
relations and that illuminates dynamics of discrimination, disciplining
and exclusion. Using the concept of trust for this purpose might seem a
bit peculiar, as many sociological approaches to trust are functionalist
rather than critical, including Luhmann’s perspective which informs this
chapter. However, in line with Harré (1999), I will argue that a functionalist
concept of trust can underpin a critical agenda and that this can be fur-
ther reinforced using Bourdieu’s relational sociology and Delanty’s theory
of cultural citizenship. 

The chapter opens with a brief discussion of classical trust theorising,
which was characterised by universalism and a clear distinction between
psychological and sociological conceptualisation of trust. I then turn to
the work done on trust by Giddens and Luhmann, who conversely con-
textualise their theorising of (the conditions, need for and function of)
trust in globalised high complex societies and move towards a more
dialectical approach through including psychological as well as socio-
logical perspectives. I argue that Luhmann’s concept of trust in trust and
trustworthiness, compared to Giddens’ concept of basic trust, is more suc-
cessful regarding overcoming the theoretical heritage of universalism and
thus more in accordance with the new sociology of childhood. Further, 
I find his distinction between trust and confidence fruitful for approach-
ing (conditions for) children’s active citizenship in globalised complex



societies. Next, I present Bourdieu’s theory of practice showing how this
framework can contribute to a power-attentive development of Luhmann’s
trust theorising and Harré’s re-reading of Luhmann’s trust theorising,
which connect dynamics of trust with democracy and active participa-
tion. I link this framework with Delanty’s quadripartite conceptualisation
of citizenship and Moosa-Mitha’s argumentation for a difference-centred
approach to children’s citizenship and go on to explore the relationship
between trust, citizenship and the social construction of childhood. I
illustrate my argument using an empirical example from an ongoing
research project about trust in social work with children. The chapter
concludes by pointing to the risk that prevailing societal tendencies, such
as the search for evidence-based practice in social work, pedagogic etc. and
the neoliberal responsibilisation of the individual, might cause negative
spirals of distrust – lacking citizenship. 

Trust: The theoretical heritage

Although I agree broadly with Luhmann’s point about the absence of
trust in the sociological literature until he put it on the agenda (see the
introduction of this book), trust has in fact been theorised in sociology
since the days of Tönnies, Simmel, Durkheim and Parsons, all of whom
acknowledged its role in social life and cohesion. In keeping with this
heritage, Lewis and Weigert propose that from a sociological perspec-
tive trust ‘must be conceived as a property of collective units (ongoing
dyads, groups, and collectivities), not of isolated individuals’ (Lewis &
Weigert, 1985: 986). They thus draw a sharp distinction between the
sociological concept of trust and psychological concepts, such as the
concept of ‘basic trust’ developed by Erikson (1950) in development
psychology. Whereas the latter addresses individuals’ inner psycho-
logical capacities and feelings, the former address a characteristic of 
– or, as the above mentioned classical sociologists would argue, a pre-
condition for – sociality.

However in later theorising, this distinction is neither simple and
clear cut nor regarded as appropriate. Thus, in accordance with broader
tendencies in social theory, most contemporary sociological and social
psychological trust theorising strives to include both the dimension of
personality and the social dimension, moving towards a more dialect-
ical conceptualisation of trust. Hence, beyond the sociological heritage,
Erikson’s developmental psychological concept of basic trust (Erikson,
1950) has proven a significant source of inspiration for later sociological
trust theorising. This includes the work of Giddens (1990, 1991), in
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which the concept of basic trust is more or less adopted, the work of
Harré, who emphasises that trust ‘constitutes both a pattern of psycho-
logical dispositions and beliefs’ and ‘a pattern of moral obligations’ (Harré,
1999: 271), and Luhmann’s theorising of system internal conditions for
trust formation (Luhmann, 2005: 135–46). Despite these theorists’ shared
assumption of a dialectic relationship between a personality dimension
and a social dimension of trust, the three authors approach this dialectic
relationship quite differently as I explain below, starting with Giddens. 

Adoption of the concept of basic trust

One of Giddens’ important books, in which he also contributes to our
understanding of trust, is The Consequences of Modernity (Giddens, 1990).
Here, he analyses how the late modern life conditions threatens our
ontological security, by which he addresses a stable mental state, and
changes the social relations such that personal trust must be replaced
by abstract (system) trust. According to Giddens (1991), basic trust, under-
stood as a psychological structure developed in early childhood, is the
essential and universal condition for trusting one self, other people
and systems. Thus in Giddens’ analyses of how the life conditions in
late modernity threatens our ‘ontological security’ and changes the
social relations, the individual’s psychological structure of basic trust
(or distrust) developed though early childhood is regarded as decisive
for the resilience towards these threats and changes. In this, Giddens’
work is typical of much sociological and social psychological trust 
theorising, which is directly based on Erikson’s concept of basic trust.
Below I will argue that this concept runs counter to the insights which
have emerged from the new sociology of childhood. 

The concept of basic trust relies on a model of personality develop-
ment based on temporally ordered stages, in which passing successfully
through earlier stages is a precondition for non-pathological develop-
ment in subsequent stages. According to this model, the capacity for
trust develops through the parents’ care for the child during the first
years of a child’s life. This model has been criticised for being deter-
ministic, universalistic and incompatible with empirical findings and
theories about children’s development from the new childhood studies
(Sommer, 1996). Further, the concept of basic trust relies on a tradi-
tional understanding of child socialisation in which the adult care persons
are regarded as the agents and the children as passive objects of this
agency. This approach is not in accordance with important insights from
the new childhood research (Sommer, 1996; James et al., 1998) which
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emphasise that: 1) the child plays an active role in interaction from 
the very beginning; 2) other people apart from the mother might be
important in the young child’s life, depending on the societal organ-
isation and social construction of childhood; and 3) societal, historical
and cultural specific features shape the context for interaction and there-
fore also influence the child’s socialisation. While Giddens would prob-
ably not disagree on the latter point, as this is in accordance with his
structuration theory about human action, it is not reflected in his use
of the concept of basic trust. 

Trust as a communicative act and system internal 
condition for trust

Luhmann (2005) conceptualises trust as a situated communicative act
rather than as an inner feeling or an essential psychological structure.
However he does acknowledge the existence of ‘system internal con-
ditions for trust’. These are conceptualised as trust in trust. Further,
besides trust in trust, Luhmann also addresses the other side of the coin,
namely ‘system internal conditions for trustworthiness’ (being trusted). 

The notion of trust in trust is closely connected to the concept of basic
trust. But while the latter is a personal competence learned through a 
successful passage through an early development stage during the first
year of a child’s life, trust in trust is a relational concept. Hence, trust 
in trust develops over time throughout life and vary according to the
object of trust within a psychic system (a personality). Along similar lines,
Luhmann’s notion of trustworthiness, which is mainly inspired by
Goffman’s concepts of self-presentation and impression management,
emphasises mutuality and the roles of social norms in the trust building
process (Frederiksen, 2009: 9). This dual conceptualisation acknowledges
the personality dimension as an important factor, but not as a deter-
mining factor in processes of trust building and reproduction. It also 
suggests that the personality dimensions of trust, that is trust in trust and
trustworthiness, are not essential individual abilities, but are built up 
or damaged in cultural structured communication. Thus, it represents a
step towards a dialectical understanding of trust that is in keeping with
the new sociology of childhood approach. 

Yet this framework is still quite weak when it comes to the genesis of
the psychic system including the system internal conditions for trust.
Indeed, the psychic system remains something of a black box in Luhmann’s
theorising, which was not the case regarding Giddens’ theorising. Here
however, we found the framework too essentialistic and deterministic.
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Thus there is a need for the development of a theoretical framework that
enables a closer analysis of the role played by the social in the genesis of
the personality dimension of trust as well as an account of how it changes
over time. For this purpose, I suggest combining Luhmann’s work on the
system internal conditions for trust with Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of
the relationship between individual dispositions (habitus) and the social.
I introduce this framework in the next section and then develop it further
in the subsequent discussion of trust and citizenship.

Combining Bourdieu’s concept of habitus with Luhmann’s
work on system internal conditions for trust

Despite considerable differences between Bourdieu’s and Luhmann’s the-
ories, at a very basic level they share a dialectic approach to the relation-
ship between the individual and the social, as well as an autopoietic
approach to society,1 addressed through the concept of fields (Bourdieu)
and systems (Luhmann) respectively. These shared ontological positions
make it feasible to combine the two theories (Almlund, 2008: 9–10),
however we also need to acknowledge the disagreements. These include a
functionalistic (Luhmann) versus a conflictual (Bourdieu) approach to the
dynamics of development and the disagreement concerning the relation
between a system/field and the surrounding systems/fields. Whereas
Bourdieu emphasises a hierarchy between fields, in which the field of
power has an impact on the internal dynamic of all other fields, Luhmann
only talks about how the surroundings can irritate a given system (Ibid.;
Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 90; Bourdieu, 1987: 6). This chapter is fun-
damentally based on the Bourdieusian approach, and the Luhmannian
conceptualisation of trust is reconstructed through a Bourdieusian re-
reading. Within the autopoietic approach, Bourdieu has dedicated his
main efforts to illuminating domination and power dynamics such as dis-
cipline, discrimination, exclusion and not least reproduction of inequality.
Thus, a Bourdieusian re-reading of Luhmann’s concept of trust enables a
critical analysis of trust dynamics that is attentive to power relations.

Following Bourdieu’s thinking, habitus is generated as an internalisa-
tion of the social, including societal power structures. Habitus includes
dispositions for trusting, which in Luhmann’s vocabulary correspond
to trust in trust, and the personal attitude that in relation to social
norms leads others to see one as trustworthy or not. The societal power
structures are theorised through the conceptions of social, cultural,
economic and symbolic capital, field, positions and doxa by which we
can understand the mechanisms of trustworthiness as a game of sym-
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bolic capital. Within this framework, parent’s (abilities for) caring for
their child is shaped through internalised and external power relations
and doxas. Further, the personal capacities for trusting others do not
only develop through the early child-parent relation, as it was the case
within the developmental psychological approach and the concept of
basic trust, but also throughout life through participation in, and incor-
poration of, the power structures of different fields, experiencing and
learning whether others are worthy of your trust or not. 

Bourdieu has been criticised for being overly structuralistic and attribut-
ing too much importance to habitus as a fixed structure (Jenkins, 1982).
Seen in this light, his theory falls into the same trap as the developmental
psychological concept of basic trust of assigning too great a role to early
childhood in the genesis of capacities for trusting and the genesis of 
attitudes that promote trustworthiness. I will, however, argue that a more
constructivist reading is appropriate, in keeping with Bourdieu’s own
description of himself as a structuralistic-constructivist and a construc-
tivistic-structuralist (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Though Bourdieu
regards early socialisation as more important than later socialisation, he
emphasises that habitus, rather than a fixed determining structure, is a 
set of dispositions – or more figuratively speaking a vocabulary – that will
play out in different ways depending on the field in which it acts and 
is not a fixed determining structure like in the development stage model.
He underlines the creativity of habitus, which is necessary since any given
situation is never the same as a previously experienced one, and he points
out that habitus develops throughout life (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992:
133; Delica, 2011). In response to the critique of determinism, he further
points to the sociology of the social determinants, that socioanalysis, ‘can
help us unearth the social unconscious embedded into institutions as well
as lodged deep inside us’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 49). 

It has now been indicated how Bourdieu’s concept of habitus can
contribute to development of Luhmann’s theorising of system internal
conditions. In the remainder section of the chapter, which addresses
the relation between trust and citizenship and how this relation is shaped
in globalised societies, the analytical potentials of combining Luhmann
and Bourdieu will be developed based on an elaboration of Luhmann’s
concept of trust.

Trust, citizenship and societal tendencies

While Giddens, in accordance with the classical sociologist, regards trust
as a universal significant condition for social life and social cohesion,
Luhmann, conversely, argues that its significance is conditioned by the
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growing freedom of individuals. In this view, trust becomes increasingly
important as the degree of complexity and risk in society increases due 
to the role played by trust in reducing complexity. Thus, Luhmann argues
that trust is far more important – but also a much more prominent 
phenomenon – in our highly complex societies than it was in the past.
Rather than a disagreement in society diagnose, this difference between
Giddens and Luhmann is due to Luhmann’s stringent distinction between
trust and confidence:

If you do not consider alternatives (every morning you leave the
house without a weapon!), you are in a situation of confidence. 
If you choose one action in preference to others in spite of the 
possibility of being disappointed by the action of others, you define
the situation as one of trust. In the case of confidence you will react
to disappointment by external attribution. In the case of trust you
will have to consider an internal attribution and eventually regret
your trusting choice. Moreover, trust is only possible in a situation
where the possible damage may be greater than the advantage you
seek (Deutsch, 1958, 1962: 302ff.). Otherwise, it would simply be a
question of rational calculation and you would choose your action
anyway, because the risks remain within acceptable limits. Trust is
only required if a bad outcome would make you regret your action.

(Luhmann, 2000: 97–8)

This narrow and more precise definition of trust does not address the
taken for granted attitude nor the pure rational calculation, but describes
a way of acting based on reflexive choice and acknowledgement of risk. If
you do not trust, you are doomed to be suspicious and ‘on guard’ all the
time, as confidence and rational calculation are increasingly impossible.
Such a suspicious attitude is a psychological burden and a barrier to
smooth agency, cooperation and active citizenship. This suggests that
trust is the attitude needed to cope with risk, unpredictability, contin-
gency and complexity, which characterises today’s globalised societies.
Thus, trust is a key precondition for smooth agency and cooperation and
thereby for active citizenship in globalised highly complex societies, in
which confidence and rational calculation are increasingly impossible. 

While Luhmann argues that trust – due to the need for trust – is not
lacking, but rather more prominent today than before, other theorists
claim that it is declining. For instance, Hardin’s (1999: 39) data from
the United States, Ule’s data about declining trust among young people
in post-communist countries (see Chapter 9) and Parton (1998) and
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Smith’s (2001) observations of New Public Management within the field
of social work suggest that confidence in for instance evidence-based
practice and institutionalised distrust are increasing at the expense of
social trust. The latter theorists regard institutional distrust as the oppo-
site of trust and by extension of responsive governance and active citizen-
ship. However, according to Luhmann, ‘institutionalised distrust is not in
opposition to trust but rather the opposite, it liberates agents from con-
trolling each other, i.e. liberates them to trust’ (Mortensen, 2005: 27, my
translation). We will return to this difference later in the chapter after an
exploration on the dynamics between democratic, inclusive citizenship
and trust.

Trust as essential to democratic participation and active 
citizenship

Luhmann connects participation and trust in two ways. Firstly, by 
identifying a growing need for trust to be able to act in highly complex 
societies. Though he in this respect points to institutionalised distrust as a
functional equivalent to trust regarding reducing complexity, he empha-
sises that institutionalised distrust reduces the possible alternatives of action
(Luhmann, 2005) that is for participation and influence. Secondly, by
pointing to that while confidence makes opportunities for participation
available, trust mobilises specific engagement ‘extending the range and
degree of participation’ (Luhmann, 2000: 99). Other theorists such as
Harré (1999), Englehart (1999) and Misztal (2001) radicalise this point
about trust as significant for engaged participation, identifying trust as a
precondition for democratic participation and active citizenship (Misztal,
2001: 271; Harré, 1999: 264; Englehart, 1999: 88). Unfortunately how-
ever, without the same clear distinction between trust and confidence.
Nevertheless, especially Harré’s theorising can contribute to this chapter’s
theorising of children’s participation and citizenship. 

Harré differentiates between thin and thick democracies. In both
types, an elected assembly establishes laws or rules. However, whereas
in the first ‘an official or factotum, usually appointed rather than elected,
applies the rule regardless of the particularities of individual cases’, in the
latter ‘the officials charged with implementing it negotiate its application
with the citizens on a case-by-case basis, the outcomes of which will
depend on the situation’ (Harré, 1999: 263–4). Thus, the latter type is
conditioned by trust relationships on two levels: between the legislative
assembly and the officials charged with implementation and between the
latter and the citizens. The important difference is that thin democracy
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consists of ‘an overlay of parliamentary democracy over an essentially
authoritarian life-form’ in opposition to thick democracy, which consists
‘of a thin layer of parliamentary democracy over an essential consensual
and democratic life-form “below”’ (Harré, 1999: 264). 

Although Harré is here suggesting that trust relationships constitute
the precondition for democratic participation and active citizenship,
he doubts that the relationship works the other way around, that is 
citizens in thick democracies trust officials more than they do in thin
democracies (Ibid.). This may be so if we stick to Harré’s quite loose
definition of trust, but it does not hold within Luhmann’s narrower
definition with a distinction between trust and confidence. Although,
according to Luhmann, trust is a communicative act rather than an
inner feeling, he acknowledges that emotional bonds can trigger and
sustain trust and that distrust might therefore undermine social bonds
(Luhmann, 2005: 140).2 This relates back to the point about trust depend-
ing on an increase in individual freedom: Luhmann emphasises that
trust cannot be commanded, but only offered and accepted, and that
trust constructed in interaction builds on mutuality and accrues ‘when
the partner responds one’s actions and one acknowledges the good
actions of the other’ (Jalava, 2001: 3). Keeping to this definition, trust is
neither relevant nor possible in a thin democracy. Thus, citizens are more
likely to trust officials in thick rather than thin democracies. 

By briefly introducing the possibility of a normative interpretation of
the concept of trust as a force that shapes citizenship and vice versa, 
I have outlined the main theme of the remainder of this chapter. Thus, in
the following – after an introduction to a difference-centred approach to
citizenship based on Moosa-Mitha and Delanty – I elaborate on the com-
bining of Bourdieu’s and Luhmann’s theorising for the purpose of a nor-
mative and power attentive theorising of the trust – citizenship dynamic.

A difference-centred approach to children’s citizenship

Based on a critique of traditional theories on citizenship rights for
being adultish in their construction of children as not-yet-citizens and
for being based on a false assumption of the autonomic self, Moosa-
Mitha (2005) suggests a relational difference-centred approach to chil-
dren’s citizenship rights. On a practice level, this adultism is mirrored
in that children’s citizenship can be conceptualised as a struggle over
recognition (Fitzgerald et al., 2010; Warming, 2012; see also Moran-
Ellis and Sünker, Chapter 2). The difference-centred approach ‘looks
beyond formal rights in defining citizenship, emphasising instead the
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lived experience of citizenship, i.e. the realisation of citizen rights as
perceived, and the subjective feeling of belonging as a full member of
society’ (Warming, 2012: 32). The latter is what Delanty (2003) in his
quadripartite conceptualisation of citizenship conceptualises as the
identity dimension or as cultural citizenship. The other three dimen-
sions are rights, responsibilities and participation. Like the identity
dimension, the participation dimension is also included in Moosa-
Mitha’s difference-centred conceptualisation of rights as a relational
difference-centred re-definition of the right for freedom. She empha-
sises that the difference-centred conceptualisation implies every child’s
(and everybody else’s) ‘right to participate differently in the social insti-
tutions and culture of the society’ (Moosa-Mitha, 2005: 375), so that their
participation and contribution is recognised despite its deviance from a
given norm of citizenship in terms of ways of participating, including
both competences, habits and duties (Ibid.; Warming, 2012). This impor-
tant point about recognition is in Delanty’s theorising conceptualised 
in his distinction between disciplinary and inclusive citizenship, in which
he points to a dynamic relation between the kind of citizenship (dis-
ciplinary or inclusive) and the shaping of identity, including the feeling
of belonging (Delanty, 2003). 

Trust and its relation to citizenship, rights, responsibilities
and participation

The relation between trust and rights from a difference-centred approach
– I argue – depends on the kind of society we are talking about: whether it
is characterised by codes or costumes (Harré, 1999), and by foundational
knowledge or by uncertainty and ambiguity (Parton, 1998; Beck, 1992).
Let me illustrate and support this point using an example relating to 
children’s citizenship. According to the UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child, Article 20 (OHCHR, 1989), children have the right to special
protection and assistance from the state if they are temporarily or per-
manently deprived of or in their family environment. 

In a society characterised by foundational knowledge, the weighing
out whether a given child is deprived in his or her family environment
and the determination of what is needed to protect and assist that
child can be perceived as an objective matter – something you or the
professionals know. In such a society, the only risk which has to be
overcome is the risk that the professionals will not fulfil their duty.
This risk can – if not totally avoided – then be minimised through
institutionalised distrust. However, as recognised by Luhmann – and
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research on social work with children and youth (Howe, 1994; Parton,
1998) – this is not the situation today. Rather, foundational knowledge
today is beset with uncertainty and ambiguity, both in the field of social
work (Parton, 1998) and in society as a whole (Luhmann, 2000; Beck,
1992). To redress this problem, a combination of system trust, for
instance in knowledge and experts, and mutual personal trust – or insti-
tutional distrust, which must also rely on system trust however – is
needed.

The interesting question then becomes: which difference does it make,
whether it is handled through trust or institutional distrust? From 
a non-normative functionalist perspective the difference appears as a
difference in number of possible alternatives of actions with more
alternatives if handled through trust (Luhmann, 2005). From a critical
perspective that addresses power relations and children’s possibilities
of influence, the number of possible action is critical to influence and
participation. However, whether risk, uncertainty and ambiguity is handled
through trust or institutionalised distrust has implications for other
dimensions of children’s citizenship. I will demonstrate the latter using
an example from an ongoing research project on trust in social work3

and theorise the difference based on Bourdieu’s theory of practice. Fur-
ther, from such a critical perspective neither foundational knowledge
nor system trust are ‘innocent’ but rather a result of – and a tool in
reproduction of – power relations and symbolic violation. 

The impact of distrust

Liza, a 16-year-old girl, has been placed in foster care and institutions
several times during her childhood to protect her from deprivation in
her family environment. Today she lives in her own apartment – her
own decision, but one that is considered a risky solution by the social
services, as well as by Liza herself. The authorities’ way of handling this
risk is to appoint a social worker, a so-called contact person, to meet
regularly with Liza and check if the arrangement lives up to Liza’s right
to protection and assistance and provides her with the support that she
needs. Thus, the contact person can be regarded as one level of institu-
tionalised distrust, in that authorities do not trust Liza’s ability to
manage in an apartment on her own. Another level of institutionalised
distrust is evident in the regular meetings between Liza and her case
manager. This time, the distrust is about the entire arrangement, not
only Liza’s placement in own apartment but also her contact person.
Seen from the perspective of the case manager and the social protec-
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tion system, this institutionalised distrust enables trust, so that they
can take the risk of allowing Liza to live in her own home. Yet Liza
doesn’t want authorities like contact persons or case managers in her
life and she doesn’t feel that she needs them to be able to cope and to
daring to take the risk of moving in her own home. This isn’t because
she doesn’t like or trust the contact person and case manager – she
does. But what matters most to her is normalisation and the right to
take a risk, not protection against risk. Normalisation means an end to
supervision by the authorities and trust in her ability to manage her
own (risky) life. 

Thus, what is at play is a conflict of interests between containing risk
through institutionalised distrust on the one hand and normalisation,
inclusion in the ranks of normal people with rights to take risks, through
trust on the other. Institutionalised distrust enforces Liza’s right to 
protection, but is a double-edged sword when it comes to her right to 
participation, the third dimension in Delanty’s (2000) citizenship
framework. It also fulfils Liza’s right to have a say in her protection
arrangements, but it does so at the expense of her main goals and 
priorities, namely normality and independence. From a difference-
centred approach, which emphasises rights as perceived, it is question-
able whether the institutionalised distrust actually contributed positively
to the fulfilment of Liza’s rights. Two key points about power are per-
tinent to mention in connection with this situation. 

Power dynamics

First, institutionalised distrust is not necessarily satisfactory for both
parties in a trust relationship, and thus does not enable both sides to
trust. Indeed, the opposite is true: institutionalised distrust typically
takes the form of control and surveillance of one party by the other.
Here, it becomes significant to see who initiates the control and sur-
veillance. If a person or a system offers to subject themselves to control
and surveillance voluntarily and on their own initiative, this may con-
stitute a communicative act of trustworthiness. In that case, I agree
with Luhmann that institutionalised distrust can enable the other part
to trust, however the offer to subject oneself to control and surveil-
lance voluntarily can also be interpreted as an outcome of symbolic
violence. If a person or system, conversely, imposes control and sur-
veillance on another party, this constitutes a communicative act of dis-
trust. The person or system who is subjected to communicative acts of
distrust is, according to Luhmann, liable to feel released from earlier
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moral obligations and therefore act in ways which confirm that dis-
trust (Mortensen, 2005: 26), resulting in a vicious spiral of growing dis-
trust. This has important implications for citizenship. Mutual trust
morally obliges both parts, since it supports the fulfilment of citizens’
rights and responsibilities. Institutional distrust, on the other hand,
can either undermine or support the latter, depending on whether the
measures taken are voluntary or enforced. 

Second, not all agents are in a position to impose institutionalised
distrust on others and others are not in a position to resist this. This
has significant implications for the agent’s influence on decision-making,
and hence for the participation dimension of citizenship, since institu-
tionalised distrust both identifies a certain problem and constructs it 
as risk, thereby conditioning the person’s future space for acting and
negotiation. In Liza’s case, the social care system was the powerful
actor. Liza was forced to accept institutional distrust as a precondition
for being allowed to live on her own, even though this undermined
her goal of freeing herself from supervision and surveillance by the
authorities and managing on her own. Thus, while institutionalised
distrust made it possible for Liza to participate in an important decision
about her life, it did not allow for any discussion of her wish to manage
on her own without supervision and surveillance. This is not a unique
case, and neither is it specific to the field of social work. The same mecha-
nism can be identified if we look into more collective forms of children’s
participation, for example pupils’ councils, in which the presence of
teachers or a head-teacher as well as a predefined teacher-led agenda are 
a frequent source of institutionalised distrust (see also Moran-Ellis and
Sünker, Chapter 2). Children have to accept this if they want to parti-
cipate in pupils’ councils which they can do either unreflexively based on
confidence in the adults, or more reflexively based on system trust in
adults’ privileged knowledge on how to run pupil’s councils and which
problems to address, or they can do it because the institutional distrust is
enforced on them. Bourdieu has termed this ‘the dilemma of the unprivi-
leged’, that is being caught between (self-)exclusion and assimilation into
the power structure, where both choices confirm their relative powerless-
ness (Bourdieu, 1996). Thus, institutionalised distrust is usually based on,
and re-produces, existing power structures. 

The impact of the generational order on trust dynamics 
and children’s citizenship

I mentioned earlier that distrust in relation to Liza’s placement in her
own apartment could be interpreted as communicative distrust of Liza’s
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capability to manage on her own. However, this distrust is not neces-
sarily directed specifically at Liza, but rather at children and young
people under the age of 18 generally. Hence, I suggest that institution-
alised distrust on the part of the state and municipalities is, in this case,
rooted in ‘what Leena Alanen (2001) with inspiration from Bourdieu’s
relational approach to the social(ly constructed) reality has termed the
generational order’, in which children are constructed as ‘incompetent,
irresponsible, vulnerable becomings in opposition to adults as com-
petent, responsible, robust beings’ (Warming, 2012: 32). In everyday life
and social work practice with children, the generational order is the
socially constructed root of what appears to be a natural and insoluble
dilemma between influence and care, in which the former is too often
subordinated to the latter (Ibid.). In this case, however, Liza’s right to
influence (the participation dimension of citizenship) was recognised,
but due to the generational order which positioned Liza as incom-
petent and under age, Liza’s own wishes needed extra precautions that
may be seen as institutionalised distrust. 

The social construction of children as incompetent and irresponsible
undermines the possibility of trusting children’s capability to make wise
decisions, as well as their participation and, in this case, also their chances
of managing on their own (see also Moran-Ellis and Sünker, Chapter 2).
Further, the social construction of children as vulnerable compared 
to adults places responsibility on adults to take action to protect and
assist children. This responsibility is reflected in the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child. Thus, the generational order constitutes a
discursive frame for interaction between children and adults (or adult
institutions) that promotes institutionalised distrust imposed by adults
(or adult institutions) on children at the expense of mutual trust.

Thus the case illustrates that although social trust, system trust and
institutionalised distrust have the same complexity reducing func-
tion, the qualitative outcomes with regard to children’s citizenship and
empowerment may vary greatly. Social trust supports social justice and
active citizenship to a much higher degree than system trust and insti-
tutionalised distrust, hence while social trust is characterised by mutuality,
system trust is based on – and reproduces – power relations. Likewise
institutionalised distrust is conditioned by power structures, and thus
only satisfies the one side of the relationship, in Liza’s case the social pro-
tection system through meetings with – and supervision by – authorities
that was enforced on Liza. Although this institutionalised distrust is actu-
ally instrumental in enabling Liza to fulfil her wish to live in her own
apartment, at the same time it defeats her whole purpose for wanting this
in the first place, namely her longing for normality and independence.
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Trust, conversely, would have made it possible for her dream of inde-
pendence and normality to come true. In other words, it would have
given her access to (perceive) full citizenship and inclusion in the ranks
of normal people. 

Trust and citizen identity

I will now develop on the relationship between trust and the fourth
dimension in Delanty’s conceptualisation of citizenship (Delanty, 2000),
namely identity or cultural citizenship.4 Vega and Boele van Hensbroek
(2010) posit that this dimension inscribes the notion of citizenship in cul-
tural theory, extending it beyond its traditional political connotations:

To talk about cultural citizenship means to articulate some kind of
link between culture and citizenship. The concept thus broaches a
very general problematic, as it is not too difficult to bring several
such links to mind. But it also broaches a very specific problematic.
It brings citizenship into a new area of concerns, compared to its
classic conceptualisations – it infers that citizenship has other than
merely political connotations!

(Vega & Boele van Hensbroek, 2010: 245)

Thus, cultural citizenship extends the concept of citizenship beyond a
relationship between the individual and the state, encompassing
processes of meaning-making and explorations of how these promote
or obstruct subjective feelings of belonging (Delanty, 2002; Vega &
Boele van Hensbroek, 2010). Hence, the concept of cultural citizenship
is normative in that it critically addresses meaning-making processes in
relation to social integration/exclusion, recognition/misrecognition and
belonging/alienation. Citizen identity, which includes an emotional as
well as a cognitive dimension, grows – or is damaged – in the everyday
practices in which webs of meaning-making are produced, reproduced,
challenged and changed. These practices include interactions between
peers and with civil society agents and officials charged with implementa-
tion of state policies. It is through these interactions that the subject
comes to know and experience his or her identity as a citizen, as belong-
ing, included and recognised – or not – in society. Delanty addresses this
as a learning process:

As a learning process, citizenship takes place in communicative situ-
ations arising out of quite ordinary life experiences. It appears that
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an essential dimension of the experience of citizenship is the way 
in which individual life stories are connected with wider cultural
discourses.

(Delanty, 2002: 65)

Like trust, citizen identity is build up – or damaged – through com-
municative acts in a broader web of meaning-making, namely cultural
discourses. It is by virtue of these acts that individual life stories are con-
nected with wider cultural discourses. 

In accordance with his critical normative aim, Delanty makes a dis-
tinction between inclusive learning processes, which take on board
experiences of deprivation or disrespect, and discriminative and dis-
ciplining learning processes (Delanty, 2003). Inclusive processes produce
feelings of belonging and involve citizens becoming ‘co-authors of the
cultural context or contexts in which they participate’ (Vega & Boele van
Hensbroek, 2010: 25). Such inclusive processes counter demoralisation
and social pathologies (Ibid.). Disciplining and discriminative processes,
conversely, produce alienation and the feeling of being a stigmatised out-
sider (Hart, 2009). In the following, I look into the interplay between
communicative acts of trust and the connecting of individual life stories
with wider cultural discourses. This interplay works both ways. Never-
theless the mutual influences between the two are hard to distinguish in
practice, hence the need for an analytical distinction. Therefore, in the
following I address the influence of cultural citizenship on the process of
learning trust and vice versa.

The influence of cultural citizenship on trust dynamics

Let us return to Liza’s case, and specifically the point about the genera-
tional order as the meaning-making pattern that motivated distrust of
Liza as capable of managing on her own. Theories of meaning-making
and narratives explain how meaning is constructed through the empha-
sising of some facts at the expense of others, connecting those empha-
sised facts to each other in a cause-effect relationship and adding values
(Frønes, 2001). The generational order meaning-making pattern under
discussion here was connected to Liza’s life story in a way that empha-
sised her age, her experience of deprivation in her home environment,
her wish to live on her own and her assumed (lack of) competences.
These factors were further problematised in relation to a distinction
between adults and children, defined as people under the age of 18. First,
it was emphasised that Liza would not live in her mother’s home and this
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was constructed as a social problem and a concern for the social author-
ities because she was below the age of 18. Second, this problem then
required a solution that somebody monitor and support Liza. And third,
Liza’s ability to manage on her own was constructed as impressive and
extraordinary compared to what one could expect from a person of her
age – though this did not help to mitigate the first and second construc-
tions. Thus, the connection of Liza’s individual life story with the dis-
course on childhood (the generational order meaning-making pattern)
resulted in an inclusive process where Liza’s experience of deprivation in
her home environment and her wish to live on her own were voiced, yet
she still found herself trapped in a framework of discrimination and dis-
ciplining. She had no choice but to submit to surveillance and guidance
by the contact person and case manager. 

According to Luhmann, trust is built up ‘when the partner responds
one’s actions and one acknowledges the good actions of the other’ (Jalava,
2001: 3; Luhmann, 2005). Thus, we might say that the act of connecting
Liza’s individual life story with a discourse on childhood enabled trust in
Liza as a person, but this trust was caught up in a system of institution-
alised distrust of minors, that is agents in a child position. And, as dis-
criminative and disciplining communicative acts make it impossible to
acknowledge another’s good actions and thereby prevent trust from being
built, we can assume that although Liza’s experience of being allowed 
to express her wishes has probably promoted her trust in the social care
system, her parallel experience of being trapped within a system of dis-
crimination and disciplining is likely to have damaged this trust.

The influence of trust on citizen identity

The other side of the coin, that is the effect of trust on citizen identity,
might by now seem self-evident. Communicative acts of trust where each
party responds to the other’s actions and acknowledges their good inten-
tions would seem likely to promote inclusive rather than discriminatory
and disciplining processes. Not least because communicative acts of trust,
according to Luhmann, are conditioned by the freedom of the actors 
and their mutual commitment (Luhmann, 1979). If, with Luhmann, we 
differentiate between personal and system trust, this assumption can be
substantiated with regard to personal trust, but not entirely with regard to
system trust.

Communicative acts of personal trust have to do with a mutual process
of constructing narrative identity as a trustworthy person among parti-
cipants. The first step is that one party offers to trust the other, acknow-
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ledging the risk inherent in the act of trust. Thus, this first step can be
said to make a non-naïve invitation for co-authoring. The next step 
is that the other party seizes this offer of trust and confirms, agreeing
to be co-author. In other words, communicative acts of personal trust
building are closely related to the inclusive building of citizen identity.
Conversely, distrust, in the form of construction of one’s identity as a
non-trustworthy person, promotes disciplining strategies of surveil-
lance and control which impede the construction of inclusive citizen
identity, which involves a feeling of being recognised and belonging.
Further, since distrust frees the individual of the moral obligations
inherent in the trust relationship, it undermines the obligation dimen-
sion of citizenship, triggering a spiral of negative citizen identity 
construction. 

System trust is related to generalised communication mediums such
as money in the economic subsystem and truth in expert subsystems
(Luhmann, 1979). However, as pointed out by Bourdieu and Foucault
among others, truth is not only a medium of communication but also 
of power (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 90; Foucault, 1998). Trusting an
expert subsystem implies accepting that others, for example children and
youth, are not experts, with the probable consequence that they are not
invited or do not feel qualified to take part in the co-authoring process.
Further, trust also means to accept a certain identification of problems
and solutions, either in form of demands, discipline and control or as
demands for self-governance. These may also be combined. If cooperating
partners believe in the same truth, it makes the cooperation smoother;
however it does not necessary enable experiences of deprivation or disre-
spect to be voiced. Rather, it may silence such experiences, and thus pre-
vent inclusive citizen identity. The child expert system truth about the
best interest of the child is one example. Another example is the edu-
cation expert system truth about the competences, for instance in reading
and mathematics, which children should have at a given age, combined
with a truth about children’s responsibility for their own learning. The
latter, which is part of a broader neoliberal discourse of responsibilisation,
is particularly prone to discrimination, disciplining and the silencing of
experiences of deprivation and disrespect (Delanty, 2003; Hart, 2009).

Concluding discussion: Trust dynamics and children’s 
citizenship in globalised societies

In globalised, highly complex societies, trust constitutes a precondition
for children’s active citizenship. Luhmann’s theorising establishes this
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link between trust and active citizenship, but does not offer a frame-
work for critically analysing the relationship between trust dynamics
and the realisation of children’s citizenship rights as perceived, and
thus not between trust dynamics and the processes of children’s learn-
ing of citizenship as either democratic and inclusive or discriminative
and disciplining. However, combining Luhmann with Bourdieu and
Delanty makes it possible to illuminate positive spirals of social trust-
inclusive citizenship, as well as the reverse, which is how distrust con-
stitutes a barrier to children’s citizenship and participation, since it is
constructed through the power dynamics of the generational order.
Moran-Ellis and Sünker elaborates on this point with regard to children
as collective agents, in Chapter 2.

Luhmann himself suggests that social trust, system trust and insti-
tutionalised distrust all play a similar role in reducing complexity, 
and all enable agency in highly complex societies, however with 
regard to institutionalised distrust with the consequence of a limited
choice of alternatives of action. From a critical perspective, an impor-
tant addendum is necessary: although social trust, system trust and
institutionalised distrust have the same complexity reducing func-
tion, the qualitative outcomes with regard to children’s citizen-
ship and empowerment can vary greatly. Social trust supports the 
realisation of citizenship rights as perceived and positive learning of
citizenship identity to a much higher degree than system trust and
institutionalised distrust, because while social trust as an ideal-
type is characterised by mutuality and equality, system trust and 
institutionalised distrust is based on – and reproduces – power 
structures. 

A prevailing tendency in contemporary society, at least in Europe,
Australia and the United States, is a tendency to handle complexity by
relying on institutionalised distrust and a search for foundational or
evidence-based knowledge. This precludes the possibility of founda-
tional knowledge and of acknowledging the power dynamics at play 
at the expense of trust and with negative consequences for children’s
citizenship. Another prevalent tendency is the neoliberal responsibil-
isation of the individual which, I argue, makes trust relations very vul-
nerable and worsens the impact of system trust and institutionalised
distrust on children’s citizen identity through symbolic violence. This
claim requires further examination and substantiation, however. Thus,
I suggest the impact of the neoliberal responsibilisation of the indi-
vidual on children’s citizenship as an important object for future
research.
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Notes

1 The concept of autopoietic systems is very often directly correlated with
Luhmann’s use of the concept. Originally however, it was introduced by
Maturana and Varela in 1971. Varela defines autopoietic systems as a unity,
organised ‘as a network of processes of production (synthesis and destruc-
tion) of components such that these components: (i) continuously regenerate
and realise the network that produces them, and (ii) constitute the system as
a distinguishable unity in the domain in which they exist’ (Varela, 1991).
Thus, an autopoietic system does not necessarily work through one overall
code of communication nor is it characterised by operational closure, such as
in Luhmann’s system theory. 

2 For an elaboration on how emotions and emotional bonds can trigger and
sustain trust, see Chapter 7 by Baraldi and Farini.

3 The research project is financed by the Danish research council (FSE), and is
planned to be finalised in Denmark in 2012. It is based on fieldwork in two
municipalities and includes observations, workshops with children and youth,
and qualitative interviews with children/youth, their care persons and case
workers (see www.tillid.ruc.dk).

4 Delanty uses both terms for this dimension, see for example Delanty (2002).

Bibliography

Alanen, A. (2001) ‘Childhood as a generational condition: Children’s daily life
in a central Finland town’ in L. Alanen & B. Mayall (eds) Conceptualizing Child
– Adult Relations, London & New York: Routledge Falmer, pp. 129–43.

Almlund, P. (2008) Når Pierre Bourdieu og Niklas Luhmann spiller duet, paper 
presented at the 24th conference of the Nordic Sociological Association,
University of Aarhus, Denmark, 14–17 August.

Beck, U. (1992) Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity, London: Sage. 
Bourdieu, P. (1987) ‘The force of law: Toward a sociology of the juridical field’,

Hastings Journal of Law, 38(5): 806–53.
Bourdieu, P. (1996) Symbolsk Makt, Oslo: Pax Forlag.
Bourdieu, P & L. Wacquant (1992) An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, Cambridge

and Oxford: Polity Press.
Delanty, G. (2000) Citizenship in a Global Age, Buckingham: Open University

Press.
Delanty, G. (2002) ‘Two conceptions of cultural citizenship: A review of recent

literature on culture and citizenship’, The Global Review of Ethnopolitics, 1(3):
60–6.

Delanty, G. (2003) ‘Citizenship as a learning process: Disciplinary citizenship
versus cultural citizenship’, Lifelong Education, 22(6): 597–605.

Delica, K. (2011) ‘Social innovation og områdebaserede indsatser – mod en
kritisk socialvidenskab om innovation’ in S. Voxed & C. J. Kristensen (eds)
Innovation og entreprenørskab, København: Hans Reitzel, pp. 113–30.

Englehart, R. (1999) ‘Trust, well-being and democracy’ in M. E. Warren (ed.)
Democracy and Trust, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 88–120.

Erikson, E. (1950) Childhood and Society, New York: Norton.

Hanne Warming 29



Fitzgerald, R., A. Graham, A. Smith & N. Taylor (2010) ‘Children’s participation 
as a struggle over recognition: Exploring the promise of dialogue’ in B. Percy-
Smith & N. Thomas (eds) A Handbook of Children and Young People’s Parti-
cipation. Perspectives from Theory and Practice, London and New York: Routledge,
pp. 293–305.

Foucault, M. (1998) Viljen til viden. Seksualitetens histoire 1, Frederiksberg: DET
lille FORLAG.

Frederiksen, M. (2009) Trusting Relations: Recasting the Sociology of Trust, paper
presented at San Francisco, United States, 7–11 August 2009, http://citation.all-
academic.com/meta/p_mla_apa_research_citation/3/0/6/1/1/pages306110/p3061
10-1.php.

Frønes, I. (2001) Handling, Kultur og Mening, Oslo: Fagbokforlaget.
Giddens, A. (1990) Consequences of Modernity, Cambridge: Polity Press.
Giddens, A. (1991) Modernity and Self-Identity. Self and Society in Late Modern Age,

Cambridge: Polity Press.
Harré, R. (1999) ‘Trust and its surrogates: Psychological foundations of political

process’ in M. E. Warren (ed.) Democracy and Trust, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, pp. 249–72.

Hardin, R. (1999) ‘Do we want trust in government?’ in M. E. Warren (ed.)
Democracy and Trust, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 22–41.

Hart, S. (2009) ‘The “problem” with youth: Young people, citizenship and the
community’, Citizenship Studies, 13(6): 641–57.

Howe, D. (1994) ‘Modernity, postmodernity and social work’, British Journal of
Social Work, 24(5): 513–32.

James, A., C. Jenks & A. Prout (1998) Theorizing Childhood, Cambridge and
Oxford: Polity Press.

Javala, J. (2001) ‘Trust or confidence? – Comparing Luhmann’s and Gidden’s
views of trust’. Paper presented at the 5th Conference of the European Socio-
logical Association, ‘Visions and divisions’, August 28–September 1, Helsinki,
Finland.

Jenkins, R. (1982) ‘Pierre Bourdieu and the reproduction of determinism’, Sociology,
16(2): 270–81. 

Lewis, J. D. & A. Weigert (1985) ‘Trust as a social reality’, Social Forces, 63(4):
967–85.

Luhmann, N. (1979) Trust and Power, Chichester: Wiley.
Luhmann, N. (2000) ‘Familiarity, confidence, trust: Problems and alternatives’

in D. Gambetta (ed.) Trust: Making and Breaking Cooperative Relations, Department
of Sociology, University of Oxford, pp. 94–107.

Luhmann, N. (2005) Tillid – en mekanisme til reduktion af social kompleksitet,
København: Hans Reitzels Forlag.

Misztal, B. A. (2001) ‘Normality and trust in Goffman’s theory of interaction
order’, Sociological Theory, 19(3): 312–24.

Moosa-Mitha, M. (2005) ‘A difference-centred alternative to theorization of chil-
dren’s citizenship rights’, Citizenship Studies, 9(4): 369–88.

Mortensen, N. (2005) ‘Introduktion. Aktualiteten af Luhmanns tillidsanalyse’ in
N. Luhmann Tillid – en mekanisme til reduktion af social kompleksitet, København:
Hans Reitzels Forlag, pp. 7–28.

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) (1989)
Convention on the Rights of the Child, www2.ohchr.org/english/law/pdf/crc.pdf. 

30 Theorising Trust – Citizenship Dynamics



Parton (1998) ‘Risk, advanced liberalism and child welfare: The need to rediscover
uncertainty and ambiguity’, British Journal of Social Work, 28(1): 5–28.

Smith (2001) ‘Trust and confidence: Possibilities for social work in high modernity’,
British Journal of Social Work, 31: 287–305.

Sommer (1996) Barndomspsykologi, København: Hans Reitzels forlag.
Varela, F. J. (1991) ‘Autopoiesis and a biology of intentionality’ in R. Whitaker

Autopoiesis and Enaction, pp. 4–14, http://www.enolagaia.com/Bib.html, date
accessed 15 February 2012.

Vega, J. & P. Boele van Hensbroek (2010) ‘The agendas of cultural citizenship: A
political-theoretical exercise. Introduction’, Citizenship Studies, 14(3): 245–57.

Warming, H. (2012) ‘Theorizing (adult’s facilitation of) children’s participation
and citizenship’ in C. Baraldi (ed.) Facilitation of Children’s Participation and
Citizenship, Routledge, pp. 30–48.

Hanne Warming 31



32

2
Adult Trust and Children’s
Democratic Participation
Jo Moran-Ellis and Heinz Sünker

This chapter considers the role played by adult trust in relation to chil-
dren’s democratic participation. Following an analysis of how discourses
of trust in relation to children construct the participating child in differ-
ent spaces of participation we find a high degree of contingency attends
on how trust and distrust are mobilised by adult in relation to children
when it comes to including children in decision-making processes. From
a participatory perspective we find that where participatory mechanisms
are realised through formalised system processes of confidence this can
serve in children’s favour, but that where adults retain the warrant to
override children’s views this is often articulated through questions of
interpersonal trust and distrust. Finally, we argue that adults deploy 
or withhold interpersonal trust in relation to children as a class of person
in ways which are akin to early Parsonian formulations of trust within
familiar situations which suggests children as a category are held in a web
of what could be characterised as ‘pre-modern’ relations to adults as a
class.

Introduction

Over the last two decades there have been considerable changes in adult
approaches to children’s1 participation in the public processes and
institutions which govern their lives. From having little recognition
that their views and experiences were of value, since the late 1980s
children who come into contact with state institutions such as welfare
services and schools can now count on there being opportunities for
them to be involved in matters that affect their welfare directly (Hill 
et al., 2004; Burke, 2010). A requirement to create these spaces of indi-
vidualised child participation is encoded in civil laws that govern the



relationship between the State and the child in most European countries.2

Many European countries now also have mechanisms through which
children can have an input into matters that affect them less directly as
individuals but are relevant to the broader category of being a child 
in general or a child in a specific type of situation. These mechanisms
include institutions such as children’s parliaments, school councils, and
what we term here ‘voice groups’, that is groups of young people with
experiences in common who are brought together as a group that can 
be consulted by policy-makers in local or national government.3 How-
ever, welcome as these developments are, age-related or competency-
related assessments of the child’s capacity to have a view or contribute to
decision-making tend to persist, especially in relation to individualised
participation (Vis et al., 2012; Holland, 2001; Swiderek, 1999). 

Developments in individual participation in decision-making about
personal circumstances through to participation in wider democratic
processes owe much of their impetus to the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child, 19894 (UNCRC) which includes participation
rights alongside rights to certain provision and protections (Alderson,
2008). Other sources for this change to a more participative approach for
children include particular country-specific events, such as a child sexual
abuse scandal in 1987 in the UK which revealed the extent to which chil-
dren’s voices were absent from the child protection process (Wattam 
et al., 1989), research which demonstrated that participation was poss-
ible and desirable such as that by Thomas and O’Kane (1999a, 1999b),
and the political effectiveness of the ‘user’ movement which has been key
in ushering in a politics of voice and citizenship (Beresford & Croft, 1993;
Beresford, 2000; Barnes & Cotterell, 2012). Another significant under-
pinning for children’s participation has come from work in the sociology
of childhood and childhood studies which has been concerned with 
theoretical and empirical work on children as social actors with the capa-
city to be agentic (see for example James & Prout, 1990; Mayall, 1994;
James et al., 1998; Hutchby & Moran-Ellis, 1998a). 

This is not to say that all such changes have been successful in material
terms. As we will discuss later, participation is a problematic concept in
practice since it challenges adult constructions of the child and often
leaves undisturbed the distribution of intergenerational power which
favours adults (Coley, 2007). Lansdown succinctly pointed out that chil-
dren’s participation is ‘[…] a simple and self-evidently worthy principle
which would, if taken seriously, have a revolutionary impact on the nature
of adult-child relationships […]’ (Lansdown, 1995: 30). Contemporary
intergenerational relationships are shaped by ideological assumptions
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about children which position them primarily as incompetent social
actors in relation to the serious matter of their own present and/or
future wellbeing. In the light of this, the idea that adults (as parents,
carers, guardians or professionals) should make decisions on behalf of
children becomes a naturalised and essentialised given (Archard, 1993).
This creates an ambiguity between children as participants in processes
of decision-making and children as recipients of adult care and control
(Lee, 1999). 

Another effect of the ambiguous subject position of children in this
context is that the range of participatory spaces which have been estab-
lished are restricted or are unevenly available even in countries where
there is wide cultural support for children’s participation (Vis et al.,
2011). Caught between a politics of child rights which supports parti-
cipation for children and an ideology of developmentalism, children
are not routinely afforded a presence in formal political processes via
voting and representation rights, nor in fora in which decisions are
made which affect the whole of a community or society rather than
only the child members (Wall, 2012). Where participatory rights are
granted and facilitated this often follows an adult perception that chil-
dren have a specific experience which equips them to have an ‘insider’
view which is of relevance to children in similar circumstances, such as
having lived with mental health difficulties (Svanberg & Street, 2003;
Worrall-Davies, 2008), having a disability (Burke, 2010), or having
experienced particular life circumstances such as having been sexually
exploited (Brown, 2006). This sits alongside the legal requirement for
the provision of mechanisms for children’s participation in processes
where decisions are being made which relate to their individual lives
(for example Eriksson, 2008; van Nijnatten & Jongen, 2011). 

The ambiguities and tensions that emerge around the various forms
of children’s participation produce a mixed landscape of supported and
denied participation. In some contexts children are seen as holding
legitimate subjectivities which can, and should be, incorporated into
decision-making processes, whilst in other contexts they are deemed
too incompetent in experiential and knowledge terms to be able to
make informed judgements in their own best interests. The landscape
is made more complex by the potential for the same child to be seen 
to occupy both positions (Eriksson, 2011). Whilst this variation in 
the configuration of the potentially participating child goes some way
towards explaining the existence of conflicting subject positions for
children, it does not reveal what lies behind these ambiguities and
ambivalences. We propose that the key to these inconsistencies lies
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within a fundamental, albeit contextually determined, variation in the
extent to which adults, on an individual and institutional level, trust
or distrust children as participative actors within a context of strongly
morally and structurally ordered intergenerational relationships. 

Adults, children and trust

Understanding how trust works in intergenerational relationships
where adults are the trusting party and children are the trusted objects
requires recognising that, in general, the power differential between
adults and children persists even whilst children’s participation has
grown. This is contrary to the empirical emphasis placed on inter-
personal trust as a mutual event (Gambetta, 2000). In addition, the
focus of enquiry into the role of trust in contexts of unequal power
relations is usually on why the less powerful (clients) trust the more
powerful (professionals) (for example di Luzio, 2006) with prominence
placed on the trust that circulates in systems. When it comes to the sit-
uation of adults and children two conundra emerge – interpersonal
trust is relevant but it is not located in mutuality since there is a power
imbalance; and within the power imbalance the question of whether
or not the more powerful party trusts the less powerful one becomes
more relevant than vice versa. Noting these conundra, our discussion
of trust is focused on two questions: what does trust between adults
and children look like when children occupy or are admitted to a space
of participation, and how do systems of participation configure trust
components of intergenerational relationships?

Gambetta defines trust as:

a particular level of the subjective probability with which an agent
assesses that another agent or a group of agents will perform a par-
ticular action, both before he can monitor such action (or indepen-
dently of his capacity ever to be able to monitor it) and in a context
in which it affects his own action.

(2000: 217; original emphasis)

By definition, interpersonal trust seems to be predicated on some
degree of mutuality being present in the relationship or interaction in
which trust is operant (Smith, 2001). In respect of adults trusting chil-
dren, however, the relationship is somewhat different. In the main, the
relationship between adults and children is built on unequal power
relations, with adults holding more institutionally sanctioned power

Jo Moran-Ellis and Heinz Sünker 35



than children, not least because of the legally governed age restrictions
that limit children’s institutional ability to be autonomous and self-
determining. Other mechanisms by which power is invested in the hands
of adults rely on ideologies of developmentalism, socialisation, and notions
of care and governance (James & Prout, 1990; Thomas & O’Kane, 1998;
Burman & Stacey, 2010; Burman, 1996; Hutchby & Moran-Ellis, 1998b).
The forms these mechanisms take vary by culture and historical period,
ranging from authoritarian power such as that wielded within schools
and other institutions (Bühler-Niederberger & Sünker, 2008) which regu-
late children’s lives, to power through care and control within child-
parent relationships (Bühler-Niederberger & Sünker, 2009). 

However, if trust is related to risks, as is argued by Luhmann (2000) and
others (Javala, 2003), it only becomes a relevant element in the relation-
ship between adults and children where the child has the option to
decide between two or more courses of action and the adult cannot 
be certain which course of action the child will choose. Conventions and
norms of intergenerational orderings tend to situate the adult in the
moral and material role of determining whether or not a child has any
choice over particular courses of action. ‘Allowing’ a child to freely decide
a course of action requires some trust on the part of the adult since, by
definition, the outcome of the child’s decision is not pre-determined.
Parents and other adults do not easily hand over such decision-making
power (Such & Walker, 2004; Kerr et al., 1999; Thomas & O’Kane, 1998)
either because they do not ‘trust’ the child to act in their own best inter-
ests or because to do so would require a particular sharing of power which
the adult is not willing to do. Trust and power remain intertwined even
when intergenerational orderings are loosened through children tem-
porarily occupying spaces of self-determination.

In contrast formal, organised participation by children has systems
which support and enable it ranging from civil laws, policies, specific
mechanisms, and the practices of professional workers with respect to
the children with whom they engage or intervene. Smith (2004) notes,
however, that systems cannot act and have no moral agency: 

Systems are designed to be functional and to achieve identified ends
– their internal effectiveness depends neither on the moral motiva-
tion of those who operate them, nor on the moral nature of their
outcomes.

(Smith, 2004: 6)

As such, systems are characterised by confidence in the mechanisms of
the system to deliver the expected outcome rather than trust (Smith,
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2001). Risk is also putatively absent since the implementation of processes
creates the conditions under which particular outcomes are delivered.
Smith also notes that system approaches such as standardisation and
process-driven, bureaucratically governed activities remove the agent
from the picture and replace the person with a set of procedures which, if
followed, guarantee the outcome. However, as she notes, this neglects the
moral dimensions of those workers whose job it is to enact what the
system requires of them and who are the point of delivery of the service
or intervention. In this respect, trust re-enters the equation since with
human agents (the professional workers for example) comes the risk that
they will not follow the system’s requirements or that the system’s design
will not control their autonomous actions. Relating this to child parti-
cipation, we can see that systems which facilitate the child being included
in decision-making meetings ostensibly negate the need for trust of the
child since the process of inclusion will ‘manage’ the outcome of the
child’s participation, but what the child will say and what the workers
will do with that, all entail risk and hence require trust if child parti-
cipation is to occur. Participation for children then is better understood 
as the outcome of interplay between system confidence and intergenera-
tional trust. We explore this complexity later in relation to three types of
participatory practices.

Paradoxically, the restriction of children’s participation can also be the
product of interplay between confidence and intergenerational trust,
albeit at an individualised and interpersonal level rather than a system
level. Taking confidence to generally mean that the outcome is known
(Luhmann, 2000; Javala, 2003), it is where adults as individuals and as
professionals have confidence, albeit a negative confidence, in the ideolog-
ical positioning of children as generic subjects who are unable to choose
well for themselves that adults feel entitled (or required) to exercise
authority to decide on the child’s behalf. Equally, where adults are con-
fident that they know what a child would want if the child had the
insight and experience that comes with being an adult or being a profes-
sional, then they again understand their role to be one that is warranted
to decide and act on behalf of the child without any need for consulta-
tion. In a third formulation of the interplay between confidence and
intergenerational trust at the interpersonal level, if adults are confident
they know what is best for the child, they may consult with the child, but
where the child’s view does not accord with the adult view a risk is intro-
duced which elevates the significance of the need for trust from the adult
for participation to be effective. Without investing in trusting the child or
doing so only to a limited extent, the adult retains the authorised capa-
city to make a decision which is contrary to the wishes of the child, or to
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reinterpret the child’s wishes to coincide with the adult view. In all three
of these formulations, trust is not mobilised when the relation in opera-
tion is a negative confidence that the child will not act in their own best
interests or in the best interests of other stakeholders, possibly including
the adult(s). This situation of a negative adult confidence in knowing the
child underpins both a paternalistic and authoritarian stance by adults. In
the paternalistic mode, adults know what children want, or rather what is
wanted for their wellbeing and thus what they need (Woodhead, 1990),
anticipate that and make provision on that basis without any consulta-
tion. Still operating within a paternalistic model, adults also anticipate
children’s needs and incorporate their understandings of these (derived
from bodies of disciplinary knowledge such as developmental psychology
(Luke, 1989) into their own decision-making. Examples of this include
‘children need safe places to play’ leading to the building of specific
outdoor play areas (Elsely, 2004) through to ‘children need to be with
their mothers’ leading to a weighting of decisions in custody cases in
favour of children remaining with their mothers (James & James, 1999).
The confidence adults have in determining the decisions that need to be
made on children’s behalf has a long history of a politics of paternalism
(see Archard, 1993) and rests on, as well as perpetuates, certain ideological
assumptions concerning children as essentially vulnerable and in need of
protection (Bühler-Niederberger-Sünker, 2008). 

Participation and trust

We turn now to an examination of the role of adult trust in determin-
ing children’s participatory involvement via a critical examination of
three specific cases of participation: children’s ‘voice groups’, children’s
school councils, and general suffrage and voting rights. 

‘Voice groups’

‘Voice groups’ arise out of a particular kind of approach to children’s
participation in democratic life. They include organisations run by
children for children as well as groups of young people who are con-
sulted by services and organisations to shape or steer those services.
Examples in the UK range from those operating at a local level (for
example Surrey CAMHS Youth Advisors5) to the National Advisory
Council for children’s mental health and psychological wellbeing
which was a reference group of young people who have experience of
mental health difficulties to ‘inform and influence the work of the
Council’.6
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Some ‘voice groups’ have had notable impacts on policy (Burke, 2010),
however they can also be limited in what they are able to achieve on
behalf of their (child) constituency. Cashmore points out that young
people in formalised voice groups may become co-opted to the agendas
of the powerful as there is a tendency for them to be used as a ‘con-
venient means of consultation for agencies without having to do the work
themselves of engaging and involving the children and young people
in the care of their own agency’ (Cashmore, 2002: 842). Co-option
essentially means that the voice group members have been repositioned
inside the group which has the power to implement changes and no
longer function as a critical outsider voice or representative of the inter-
ests of a less powerful constituency (de Montigny, 1998). Separate to this,
but running alongside it as an outcome of formal involvement, is the
potential problem that the processes of producing a ‘children’s voice’ as
representatives of a special interest constituency may offset criticality in
the processes of translating the views of children into acceptable forms of
input. The conventions of participation in policy-setting may have to be
actively adopted by the voice group members for them to be sufficiently
empowered to participate in unfamiliar mechanisms of committees and
planning. However, learning the ‘right way’ to present a report or formu-
late a position can mean that children’s voices are mediated via processes
of system confidence which are already designed to nullify the risk associ-
ated with any ungoverned voices and views. Badham (2004) highlights
this risk in arguing in favour of children being able to choose the means
of mediating their views to maximise their impact. In addition, incor-
poration of voice within policy-making processes does not mean that 
the views expressed will be given more weight than the views of any
other stakeholder and so again the potential for shifting the balance 
of power from adults to children is tempered by committee processes,
power-holders and forms of democracy which dismiss particular positions
if they do not accord with a majority view. 

Given the conventions under which voice groups are set up or emerge,
their participatory legitimacy generally derives from (contingent) posi-
tioning of certain children as ‘lay experts’ (Wynne, 1992; Irwin, 1995) 
on the basis of their experiences of non-standard childhoods – whether
that be as disabled children, children in state care, or children with parti-
cular health conditions. The mode of representing children’s voices to
(adult) policy-makers or service deliverers is often based on processes of 
system confidence which do not require any long-term or fundamental
re-distributions of power between parties. For the adults involved on the
professional/political side of the equation, children’s expertise is mediated
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through system conventions and bureaucratic processes which produce
the children as legitimate actors and agents. Uncertainty of outcome is
reduced through processes such as the formalisation of meeting, the
structuring of the discursive means of contributing opinions and views,
and the management of significance of those views. This effectively
negates the need for adults to ‘trust’ children on an interpersonal basis,
replacing that with system confidence but at the same time fundamental
intergenerational power imbalances are not challenged, leaving adults
with the ultimate capacity to decide what, if any actions, will follow
specifically from children’s participation. 

School councils

A second form of participation has been realised through institutional
arrangements such as school councils and children’s parliaments. Both
are examples of children positioned as a special group, but in contrast
to voice groups, they are located as such on the basis of being children
rather than in relation to the nature of their childhoods. We focus here
on school councils as an instance of a particular kind of democratic
structure within the wider institutional setting of school. 

There has been quite extensive research into how school councils
function and what they achieve (see Wyness, 2003, 2005; Cotmore,
2004; Thornberg & Elvstrand, 2012 for example). In general, research
suggests that school councils can be effective but that the terms of
their remit are limited to matters which teachers are prepared to allow
children to have power over (Cotmore, 2004) and there is little general
sharing of power and decision-making over matters central to the run-
ning of the school. Cotmore, commenting on the primary school council
he studied, notes ‘[t]hat the school council had not disturbed the school
as an organisation, despite its potential to do so, suggests that the school
has successfully accommodated it within its existing decision making
structures’ (Cotmore, 2004: 64). However, he also notes that the children
on the council still had an impact on the school and were not simply co-
opted, rather their agency was contained by the boundaries the teachers
put in place to limit the areas in which the school council could make a
difference. Similar findings have emerged from research on other school
councils (Thornberg & Elvstrand, 2012). For this process of limitation not
to be the case, the adults (teachers) would need to reposition children as
partners in the organisation and share power with them to enable that
type of participatory position to be realised. This would require mutual
trust across the generational order since joint decision-making would
involve risks that the outcome of shared decision-making may not be in
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favour of one of the parties’ interests. In reality, however, the challenge
children’s participation poses to intergenerational power relations is
managed through systems which obviate the need for trust via pro-
cedures which govern both the agenda that can be addressed by these
participatory bodies and the actions of those who are members of the
council. The outcome of this is both positive and negative. On the one
hand, the school council is invested with specific powers and can bring
about change, and on the other hand the arenas in which change can
be wrought are limited and the teachers retain ultimate power over
how the school is organised and run, and also retain the power to veto
those areas which are within the school council’s remit (Thornberg &
Elvstrand, 2012). System confidence works to facilitate participation
but the lack of (adult) trust works to limit its effectiveness and range. 

Our final arena in which to look at the characteristics of adult trust
in children is that of voting age. Here we can see that the absence of
trust and the presence of a negative confidence lead to the denial of a
participatory right which would be attached to children solely on the
basis of their being members of society independent of their status as
children. In effect, the full rights of being a citizen.

Voting and suffrage

In most European countries now, the age at which a citizen has a vote
is 18.7 Grover positions voting as ‘a prime manifestation of the basic
human rights of free association and free expression’ (Grover, 2010: 3).
However, when it comes to youth voting rights, she argues, there has
been a lack of interest by adults and nation-states at best and a de-
legimitisation and trivialisation at worst. Periodic arguments to lower
the age of voting from 18 years to 16 years are mostly met with neg-
ative responses based on arguments that children are lacking in polit-
ical competency (Chan & Clayton, 2006; Grover, 2010; Wagner et al.,
2012). Entitlements to vote are presented within discourses of the need
for the voter to possess or display maturity, social awareness and res-
ponsibility, all defined as being able to think through the implications
of decisions and choices at a societal level as well as an individual one
(see for example the report from the Electoral Commission, 2004: 24–5).
Given some groups of adults, and some individuals, arguably also lack
the particular competences presumed to be important for forming
political views (Lau, 2012) the unconditional exclusion of all those
under 18 years of age from the power of the ballot box and the uncon-
ditional inclusion of all those over the age of 18 years without age or
other limitation on the right to vote,8 suggests that the issue is an
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intergenerational one rather than a straightforward competency ques-
tion. Whilst the reservation of the power of the ballot box for adults
only is warranted in contemporary times on the basis that, in relation
to children, adults are best placed as representatives of the ‘common
good’ of the society, a consideration of the history of the civil right 
to vote reveals that this type of justification has been previously
advanced to legitimate the withholding of power from others such 
as women, the poor, the working class, and particular religious 
groups. 

The history of the civil right to vote and to be elected as a represen-
tative of the people, a form of democratic enlargement, has been a
slow and at times painful process. Up until the middle of the twentieth
century in many European countries voting rights were restricted to
wealthy tax-paying or property-owning males (Przeworski, 2009).9 Later
extensions of suffrage rights to all males was ultimately conceded by
those in power for self-serving political reasons such as a defensive
response to fear of revolution (Przeworski, 2009: 313), a means of coun-
tering waning support for a party in power, or as a means of generating
national loyalties amongst the masses (Kocka, 1990a, 1990b). Similarly,
the eventual granting of women’s voting rights10 owed much to the
desire of the governing party to be re-elected in the face of declining
(male) support (Przeworski, 2009: 313–19). However, whilst these were
the forces at work which brought about changes in who had the civil
right to vote, the denial of the right was justified via discourses of incom-
petence and dependence. As Przeworski notes ‘The assumption that
women are not capable of exercising political rights was so self-evident to
founders of representative institutions that Kant referred to it as ‘natural’’
(p. 313). This natural incapacity was bolstered by the argument that
giving the right to vote to women would effectively double the male vote
since women, like children, were not independent, had no (political) will
of their own, and so would merely follow the views of their husbands/
fathers. Furthermore, it was argued that women’s interests were already
represented by the males in their households and through a tutelary,
rather than an electoral, connection (Przeworski, 2009). 

The same arguments of incompetence and dependence are now
advanced in contemporary debates about lowering the age of voting to
enfranchise young people. Chan and Clayton (2006) for example claim
that:11

The worry about extending the franchise is not that sixteen and 
seventeen-year-olds would not use their vote, but that too many of
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them would vote and do so incompetently, in a way that would be
detrimental to our democracy.

(Chan & Clayton, 2006: 538)

They conclude, on the basis of their research, that ‘young people [between
16 and 18 years old] are, to a significant degree, politically less mature
than older people, and that the voting age should not be lowered to
sixteen’ (Chan & Clayton, 2006: 533). 

The validity of this argument as a justification for denying civil
voting rights to those under 18 is of course undermined by the univer-
sal enfranchisement of all those over the age of 18 years, regardless of
individual levels of political maturity. Given that the same arguments
have been applied to other groups at different historical junctures and
subsequently overturned by political expediencies, it is not unreason-
able to conclude that the discourse of incompetence serves the main-
tenance of particular power relations, in this case intergenerational
ones. The mobilisation of the risk (expressed as ‘worry’ by Chan and
Clayton) that democracy would be degraded by children having the
vote implies the role of adult trust in this question. We suggest that the
risk here from the (enfranchised) adult perspective is that children’s
voting decisions will compromise adult interests as well as possibly
what adults conceive to be children’s own interests. However trust is
only relevant to the question of granting civil voting rights since, de
facto, a person who has voting rights has the right to express their
view, however it is formed and on whatever it is based. In effect, the
conferment of the right to vote renders trust irrelevant. If voting rights
were granted to younger children there could be no discounting of
their contribution on any grounds, unlike the situation where parti-
cipation is mediated via voice groups and institutions established with
a remit for children as the constituency such as school councils and
children’s parliaments. 

Discussion

Current ideologies of children as dependent, vulnerable, and incompetent
are used to legitimate adult authority over children in terms of making
decisions on their behalf in particular (and many) circumstances and 
contexts (Archard, 1993) even if children’s rights to participate in the
decision-making process have been established in principle. This leads 
us to the conclusion that effective democratic participation for children is
not possible whilst adults can mobilise discourses of trust and/or distrust
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in children’s capacities to perform in the role of participative partners.
On this basis it would appear that children make more progress as par-
ticipative actors when participation is embedded in systems which
eliminate the deployment of adult trust or render it irrelevant and are
instead built on processes which secure relations between people in a
regulatory or contractual way and eliminate or minimise unpredictably
and risk (Smith, 2001: 291). However, such systems can also serve to
curtail the effectiveness and range of participatory action and perfor-
mance as we have shown, so adult trust in children remains important
for participatory relationships, particularly those forms which, as Wall
(2012) argues, constitute enlarged and alternative democratic spaces.
As Khodyakov notes: 

The freedom provided by trust is the freedom to think for oneself
and speak up with one’s ideas. It includes as its consequence (not its
cost) the freedom to be questioned and criticized – and the right to
be recognized […].

(Solomon & Flores, 2001 cited in Khodyakov, 2007: 117)

Current theories of trust appear to provide an insufficient account of the
role of trust in intergenerational relations.12 In some ways, the mobilisa-
tion of trust by adults seems to be closer to what Javala (2003) argues
characterises the Parsonian formulation of trust which Luhmann (1995)
subsequently developed. The Parsonian concept of trust encompasses 
a ‘competence gap’ between (in his work) professionals and lay persons
and so trust is only possible if both parties have shared norms, values and
goals. This formulates trust as arising out of an initial sense, based on a
feeling of familiarity about the person or the role the person occupies, 
of who can, or cannot, be trusted (Javala, 2003: 177–8). Children as a
class are positioned by adults as known entities, known through the dis-
ciplinary gaze of developmental psychology and socialisation (Luke, 1989),
and it is in this sense that Parsonian trust is relevant, although it’s rele-
vance comes through inversion and tautology, in that children as a class
are familiar to adults as incompetent beings, and so are not trustworthy
since they lack the competence needed to be so. However, the politics of
participation, underpinned by various international rights conventions,
national laws, and a politics of users and consumers, as well as the new
sociology of childhood (Moran-Ellis, 2010) has made it untenable for
children to be universally excluded from such processes in their relations
with the state. This contemporary imperative for participation means that
children must be engaged with by adults in ways which pose risks of
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unfavourable outcomes and this reintroduces the relevance of the Luh-
mannian concept of trust. This sets up a tension between the familiar, in
the form of the Parsonian competence gap, and the unfamiliar in the
form of the risks that sharing power brings. In the case of children as par-
ticipants in decision-making processes the tension is resolved via what
Luhmann argues is system trust or confidence (Javala, 2003: 184; Smith,
2004) shored up by socialisation to engender shared norms and the ulti-
mate retention of power by the professional (adult) to intervene as they
see fit. This is evident in the ways in which voice groups and school
councils are mediated by mechanisms of participatory conventions which
embody adult norms and values, and how the risk posed by children’s
agency is circumscribed by the establishment of boundaries to that agency
coupled with the retention by adults of powers of veto. The one mecha-
nism which cannot be controlled in this way and so presents high levels
of risk to adults – civil voting rights – is not granted to children. 

Conclusion

The question of democratic participation is a serious one and the role of
trust in it in the case of children needs close examination. As Bourdieu
points out, for a fully democratic society, all individuals must have
‘[…] the feeling, be it socially scorned or supported, of being entitled to
concern oneself with politics […]’ (1984: 639). Adorno’s argument that
as long as people do not yet ‘own’ their political subjectivity ‘[d]emocracy
is perceived as one system among others […] [and] is not identified
with the people themselves as the expression of their political maturity’
(Adorno, 1998: 93) can be understood in the same vein. The restriction
of opportunities for children to feel entitled to engage politically and
to experience democracy as part of a journey to the political maturity
that is at the heart of democratic citizenship is not warranted by the
rehearsal of arguments of incompetence or dependence. In addition,
given the foundations of political subjectivity and citizenship are reflex-
ivity, social judgement, and competence of political action, institutional
or structural conditions which render certain forms of knowing as 
legitimate or illegitimate are intrinsic to mechanisms which enhance or
restricts the opportunities of individuals to participate. As Bowles and
Gintis (1987: 204) argue, strong democratic capacities flourish when insti-
tutions ‘promote rather than impede the development of a democratic
culture’. However, as Fischer warns, the rise in the political popularity of
participation and public involvement does not guarantee that policy-makers
will do more than ‘go through the motions’ of participation, nor that
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participation will not emerge as a means of managing citizens via mecha-
nisms of bureaucracy (Fischer, 2009: 48). To counter these two dangers,
he urges us to think of democracy as an ongoing convention of relations
between all citizens, by which we in particular include children of all ages
and in all circumstances (Moran-Ellis & Sünker, 2008; Sünker, 2009).

The claim that children are the ‘future’ of society13 obscures the social
figuration of childhood as a subjecthood in the present. The main character
in capitalism, the independent citizen, sits in opposition to the emphasis
on dependency which characterises the lives of children. What is more,
children as a social group are caught in the same web of limited self-
realisation and commodification that Marx links to what he called ‘the
first form of society’ in the evolution of society towards free individuality.
Essentially, children are located in pre-modern conditions which struc-
ture and support the distribution of power between children and adults,
and adult’s contingent mobilisations of trust and distrust maintain that
power relation. In Grundrisse Marx points to societalisation as the means
of mediation between structure(s) and modes of relationships. Such medi-
ation has important consequences for the promotion of human potential: 

Relations of personal dependence (entirely spontaneous at the outset)
are the first social forms, in which human productive capacity develops
only to a slight extent and at isolated points. Personal independence
founded on objective (sachlicher) dependence is the second great form,
in which a system of general social metabolism, of universal relations,
of all-round needs and universal capacities is formed for the first time.
Free individuality, based on the universal development of individuals
and on their subordination of their communal, social productivity 
as their social wealth, is the third stage. The second stage creates the
conditions for the third.

(Marx, 1973: 158)

The utilisation of narratives of dependence and lack of independence
to justify the withholding of trust from any group serves to reinforce
the exclusion of distrusted groups from participation in society. At the
same time, they are subject to processes of societalisation in anticipa-
tion of future entry into citizenship. We argue that these narratives 
of dependence and mediation are intrinsic to the social positioning of
children in late capitalism, and indeed arise out of the workings of cap-
italist societies, the structures of which are inextricably woven through
with relations of dependence, (apparent) independence, and inter-
dependencies. Children are positioned in essentialised dependency
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relationships, however the potential for opening up spaces in which
they can engage in a form of personal independence mediated via system
confidence and adult trust is great, as is the scope for developing relations
of mutual trust once the actualities of adult-child interdependencies have
been fully acknowledged.

Notes

1 For the sake of brevity we use the term children, rather than children and
young people. 

2 See for example provision in The Children Act 1989 in England & Wales
(Department of Health, 1989), and Kinder- und Jugendhilfegesetz, 1990 (Bundes-
ministerium für Familia und Jugend) in Germany. Nicklett and Perron (2010),
however, show that legal implementation of participation rights outside of
industrialised countries is uneven.

3 For example: Young Minds (http://www.youngminds.org.uk/about/our_cam-
paigns/consultations), date accessed 18 April 2012. 

4 See http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/44/a44r025.htm, date accessed 
1 April 2012.

5 Surrey CAMHS Youth Advisors (http://www.surrey-camhs.org.uk/en/content/
cms/cya/), date accessed 1 April 2012.

6 See http://nationaladvisorycouncilcmh.independent.gov.uk/ourwork.htm,
although the Council has now been disbanded, date accessed 1 April 2012.

7 In some countries, the right to vote has been lowered to 16, but one might
observe that these countries are often ones in which the governing power
pays less attention to the electoral process: for example East Timor, North
Korea. Austria is an exception and there are some German Länder which have
a voting age of 16 for local elections. 

8 In some countries, those who are involuntarily detained by the state in
prison or other secure accommodation are not eligible to vote. 

9 In Prussia additional restrictions were in operation in relation to social class
wherein ‘[…] voters were distributed into separate electoral classes, accord-
ing to their tax assessment’ and those paying a higher level of tax had the
right to elect a higher number of representatives (Steinmetz, 1993: 153–4).

10 Granted in 1918 in the UK for women over the age of 30 who were property-
owners, and for all women over the age of 21 in 1928, and in Germany for
women over the age of 18 in 1919.

11 See Hart and Atkins 2011 and Lau 2012 for opposite findings and conclusions.
In addition, those who support voting at 16 often advance the argument that
a lower voting age will help reverse the decline in voting as well as raise the
general level of democratic engagement in the population – arguments that
led to the change in franchise for women and other adults in the past (see
Hart & Atkins, 2011; Wagner et al., 2012). 

12 Endress argues for an examination of the role of what he calls ‘functioning
trust’ which works at an un-reflexive or pre-reflexive level in daily inter-
actions and actions as well as a notion of a meta-reflexive trust contextually
operant at a conscious level but this still does not account for how trust
plays in intergenerational contexts (Endress, 2002: 68–70). 
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13 In Enlightenment Kant argued from a teleological perspective against both the
particular interests of ruling powers interested in the production of ‘proper sub-
jects’ and the particular interests of parents, in which the instrumentalisation 
of children is inherent, who desire only that their own children ‘get ahead’ and
are concerned with the production of the subjectivity that guarantees this. He
insists that ‘[c]hildren should not be brought up according to the current state of
the human race, rather to the future, possibly better one. That is to say: accord-
ing to the idea of humanity and its entire definition’ (Kant, 1968: 704).
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3
Trust Building and Violation
During Childhood
Consequences for Children’s
Wellbeing and Dispositions for
Trust in Later Life
Julia Grosse and Hanne Warming

This chapter examines trust dynamics in children’s lives from a combined
being and becoming perspective. In the early days of the new social studies
of childhood, researchers advocated replacing the traditional develop-
mental ‘becoming perspective’ on children’s lives and life conditions 
with a ‘being perspective’ (see for example Qvortrup, 1994). However,
more recent contributions suggest that children must be conceptualised
both as becomings and beings (Lee, 2001; Halldén, 2005; Uprichard,
2008). In keeping with that idea, this chapter examines childhood experi-
ences in terms of insecurity/security, trust building/violation, and the
consequences of these experiences for children’s wellbeing and self-esteem
as well as for dispositions for trust in later life. Given all the societal (Welch
et al., 2005; Putnam, 1993, 2000; Rothstein, 2009; Fukuyama, 1995; Uslaner,
2002) and individual (Ward & Meyer, 2009; Helliwell & Wang, 2011)
benefits that trust is known to generate, we urgently need to expand our
knowledge about how trust is formed within the ecological system that
frames children’s lives and development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; see also
introduction to this book). Thinking along these lines means acknow-
ledging that ‘society shapes the individual’ (James et al., 1998: 23), recog-
nising the impact of adults (parents, teachers and others), peers and the
local environment (see for example Stolle & Nishikawa, 2011; Jantzer 
et al., 2006), and regarding children as actors who shape their own futures,
which is consistent with a life course perspective (Elder, 1994; Elder et al.,
2003; Giele & Elder, 1998).

The empirical data on which this chapter is based primarily resulted
from a Swedish research project on trust viewed from a life course 
perspective (Grosse, 2012). That study is based on individual semi-



structured life world interviews with 27 adults, strategically sampled for
the purpose of sociodemographic variation,1 and a survey of a representa-
tive sample of the Swedish population. In this chapter, we present
findings from the qualitative part of that study. These findings are supple-
mented by data on children’s experiences from a Danish research project
on trust dynamics in social work with children at risk.2 The empirical data
consist of qualitative life world interviews and exploratory workshops
with 17 Danish children aged 7 to 17. This combination of life course
interview with adults and participatory research with children makes 
an excellent basis for examining trust dynamics from the double perspec-
tive of becoming and being. Combining cross-national data in this way
requires awareness of the impact of national context. However Sweden
and Denmark are very close culturally as well as with regard to welfare.

In everyday life, the concept of trust is rarely problematised, even
though it is actually used to refer to a number of quite different phe-
nomena both in everyday conversation and in theory. In accordance
with a life world approach, this chapter firstly offers a hermeneutic
phenomenological analysis of: a) these different everyday meanings of
trust, and b) the ways in which our interviewees perceive processes 
of trust building and violation and the consequences of these processes
for their wellbeing and trust attitudes later in life as a child and in
adulthood (Kvale, 2007: 51). We start with a brief presentation of our
findings concerning the different everyday meanings of trust, which
we relate to theoretical conceptualisations of trust. Next, we offer a
brief state of the art on research addressing the relationship between
childhood experiences and trust attitudes. This is followed by the main
section of the article, namely an analysis of how our interviewees per-
ceive processes of trust building and violation during childhood, and
how these experiences influence their wellbeing as well as develop-
ment of disposition for trust later in life. We frame this analysis using
Luhmann’s concepts of trust in trust, social trust, system trust and his
distinction between trust and confidence. The analysis is structured
around the phenomenologically identified meanings that our inter-
viewees attribute to trust. 

Meanings of trust

One definition of trust, which emerged from our interviews, has to do
with inner security and a feeling of safety. Inner security is very close
to the concept of basic trust (Erikson, 1950; Bowlby, 1971) and the
concept of trust in trust (Luhmann, 2005; see also Warming, Chapter 1
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in this book). Feelings of safety are closely related to fear of crime
(Hale, 1996), or rather the absence of fear of crime in public space, and
can be seen as a more specific form of trust in trust – or as confidence
in the Luhmannian sense if related to a specific place or type of space. 

Another way of understanding trust, which can be identified, is as an
attitude based on an intuitive or reflexive evaluation of familiar people,
strangers and institutions as trustworthy. This definition includes what
Luhmann (1988) conceptualises as familiarity, confidence and trust,
although the interviewees do not systematically make the difference
between these. Further, it includes his concepts of social trust, that is
trust in persons, and system trust, that is trust in institutions (see also
Warming, Chapter 1). In value research that is based on large-scale
surveys, it is very common to distinguish between particularised and
generalised trust, signifying a more intimate and a more abstract type
of trust respectively (Uslaner, 2002; Freitag & Traunmüller, 2009). While
the former include what Luhmann conceptualises as social and system
trust as well as confidence and familiarity, the latter addresses his concept
of trust in trust.

A third way of defining trust in our interviews is as a maxim or moral
imperative to be trustful, that is as a mirror of one’s more general view
of society. From this perspective, trust can be seen as a kind of value,
similar to what Uslaner (2002) conceptualises as moral trust. 

Research on the significance of childhood experiences for
trust in later life

Research on the consequences of childhood experiences for trust dis-
positions in later life is rare and has primarily been carried out in the
field of pure developmental psychology. In this research – as in the
general field of trust research (see Introduction of this book) – many
different definitions and uses of the concept of trust exist. In the fol-
lowing review, we adhere to the definitions in the reviewed literature,
whereas we in the analysis of the interviews primarily use Luhmann’s
concepts, as they are more precise and nuanced. We start out by review-
ing research focusing on the significance of early attachment for later
social behaviour with regard to trust, self-esteem and self-confidence, 
features which are all proven to correlate with generalised trust later in
life (Rothstein, 2009).

Psychological research stresses the importance of the quality of early
attachments for later attachment patterns, social behaviour in general
and self-esteem both throughout childhood and as an adult (Bowlby,
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1971; Ainsworth et al., 1978; Lund, 2001). This assumption is based on
Erikson’s life stages model of children’s development, where attaining
basic trust is the first and most important stage that determines the fol-
lowing stages (Erikson, 1950, 1968; Erikson & Erikson, 1997; see Warm-
ing, Chapter 1, for a critique of this model). Empirical studies support the
idea that early attachment patterns influence children’s later self-esteem,
self-confidence and ability to create trustful social bonds, and there is 
an impressive degree of cross-generational similarity and influence in 
the findings from this research (Ainsworth & Eichberg, 1993: 161; Hesse,
1999; Main, 1991; Fonagy et al., 1991, 1995). A recent example is Kopp-
Smith’s study which demonstrates how people, who have lost a parent
early in life, are more afraid of intimacy, more anxious and withdrawn
and have lower levels of trust and confidence which negatively affect
their later romantic relationships (Kopp-Smith, 2010). 

Despite a proven correlation between early attachment patterns and
trust in later life, it is still quite unclear to what extent such patterns
matter for inner security and interpersonal trust in adulthood (Bridges,
2003; Christiansen, 2001). Among other things, this is because it is
difficult to distinguish between attachment patterns in childhood and
other experiences, such as parental divorce, that might lead to other
types of insecurity in the child’s social situation (Lewis et al., 2000),
and because of the complex interplay between risk and protective
factors (Rutter, 1997; Schaffer, 1992). Thus, while the literature con-
vincingly shows that early attachment patterns are significant for 
different dimensions of trust, it is also clear that these do not single-
handedly predetermine the personality and attitudes of adults (Clarke &
Clarke, 1998; Kryger, 2004).

Longitudinal studies show generalised trust to be quite stable through-
out life (see for example Stolle & Hooghe, 2004), suggesting that gener-
alised trust in later childhood and adulthood is mainly determined by
primary socialisation, irrespective of later experiences. However, this
argument is often made indirectly, following the idea that if trust is
not shaped by experiences in adult life it must have been created 
in early childhood (Sturgis et al., 2007; Uslaner, 2002). It remains 
quite unclear how this generalised trust is created during childhood:
for instance, what is the significance of parents’ generalised trust?
Whereas Katz and Rotter (1969) and Campbell (1979) found a direct
correlation between parents’ and children’s generalised trust and polit-
ical confidence, a more recent study by Stolle and Nishikawa (2011)
showed much higher levels of parental social trust compared to their
children’s.
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The role of parents is dealt with in different ways. Of these, we have
already addressed attachment patterns. Here, for instance, An and Cooney
(2006) and King (2002) find that a trustful relationship with parents is
correlated with the ability to trust in intimate relationships in adult-
hood. Another parental role that has been identified in relation to trust
is parents’ function as ‘moral teachers’, as role models and their role in
shaping the child’s attribution styles (Uslaner, 2002; Seligman, 1991).
Uslaner further indicates that an anti-authoritative parenting style, which
gives children the opportunity to make their own decisions, contributes
to high levels of generalised trust (Uslaner, 2002). Conversely, children
who have been warned to be careful and not trust strangers have been
found to have lower levels of generalised trust (Uslaner, 2002; Stolle &
Nishikawa, 2011). In line with such findings, Stolle and Nishikawa (2011)
explain children’s comparatively low levels of generalised trust in an
American context in terms of parental warnings, which according to 
the parents were motivated by the heavy reporting of crimes towards 
children in recent years.

Finally, other researchers have explored the significance of certain
events in childhood for trust in later life, particularly events that are
thought to erode trust. The impact of parental divorce on children’s
ability to build up and maintain intimate relationships is often stressed,
but a closer look reveals a more complicated picture. Some studies have
found a negative relationship between divorce in the parental home,
generalised trust and trust in intimate relationships (van Schaick &
Stolberg, 2001; Duran-Aydintug, 1997; Franklin et al., 1990). However
this correlation might also be attributable to the effects of parents’
conflicts or their bad relationship, rather than to the divorce per se
(King, 2002; Franklin et al., 1990). 

Another critical event that matters in terms of trust creation is bully-
ing, which has proven to have serious negative effects on children’s
social trust, wellbeing and self-esteem (Craig et al., 2009; Due et al.,
2011). Jantzer et al. (2006) further demonstrates that bullying in child-
hood diminishes trust among young adults, particularly among college
peers, but does not affect later romantic relationships. Shyness levels
are also higher, and life satisfaction lower, compared with individuals
who have not suffered from bullying. Salmi et al. (2007) investigated
the impact of different types of crimes on teenagers and found that
having been bullied has the strongest correlation with low social trust
of all types of victimisation, including theft or physical violence.

Altogether, the literature provides evidence of a correlation between
trust and children’s wellbeing, including self-esteem, and between
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childhood experiences and trust attitudes in later life. How exactly these
correlations work is not yet clear, but it serves to provide us with some
theoretical and empirical working ideas about the dynamics that might
be at play, notably an awareness of the complexity of this field. Trust
research is dominated by a quite traditional developmental psychology
approach, which tends to position children as objects of adult actions
rather than as agents (James et al., 1998). Yet children – just like adults 
– are both objects of policies, other people’s agency and interpretive agents
in their own lives (Redmond, 2010). Thus, there is a need for research that
acknowledges children’s agency as part of the complex set of processes that
shape their experiences and which investigates the consequences of these
experiences for trust in later life. In the following analysis, we make a first
attempt to fill this gap. 

Experiences of trust dynamics

Feeling (in)secure

Most of the adult interviewees remember their childhood as being charac-
terised by feelings of security and confidence in their parents. They con-
sider this secure childhood to be the main foundation of their later ability
to trust and feel self-esteem. On a general level, this finding can either be
interpreted as empirical support for theories that stress the importance 
of security and early attachment patterns (e.g. Erikson, 1950; Bowlby,
1971; Ainsworth & Eichberg, 1993), and of children as objects of parents’
agency, or as a mirroring (and being a product of) the discursive power of
these theories. In the following, we dig a bit deeper by analysing negative
experiences of insecurity and lost confidence and looking at how children
respond to these.

Those of our adult interviewees, who recall their childhood as generally
insecure, mainly relate this to lack of confidence towards their parents,
rather than towards other relationships and/or systems. Interestingly
however, although Denmark, like Sweden, is characterised by low crime
rates and high standards of healthcare and welfare, the findings from 
the Danish interviews and workshops with children at risk reveal these
factors as relevant. In fact, the Danish children relate their feelings of
insecurity to threats of crime, illness, poverty and also adult professionals
such as teachers to a much higher degree than the Swedish adults recall-
ing their childhood – although their parents also play a central role in the
Danish children’s narratives. One explanation of this difference between
the results from the two projects might be the ‘at risk’ status of the Danish
participating children. Another would be the role of dominant discourses
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on the adults’ narrative remembering process (Fentress & Wickham,
1992; Rosenthal, 1993).

The participants’ feelings of insecurity towards their parents are expressed
in many different ways in the interviews. One is a feeling of being con-
stantly assessed or judged, which can be interpreted as parents com-
municating that they distrust their child. Another is a general feeling of
abandonment, that is that their parents were not really there for them. A
third is related to experiences of domestic violence and parents’ alcohol
abuse. The latter two experiences can be regarded as a form of violence
towards children’s confidence in their parents. Less obvious experiences,
such as being played off by one parent against the other, parental envy,
not being encouraged, or living in a very restrictive milieu with a lot of
do’s and don’t’s and unrealistically high expectations of performance are
also linked to feelings of insecurity in our interviews. In some cases, inter-
viewees talk about insecurity as a constant impression of not having been
welcome as a child, as in the following quotation:

I: I would say that her [her mother’s] first four children were ok, but
then … Then she should have stopped having more children.
J: So she was more interested in them?
I: Yes, and they had a different father. With me, it was my father
who wanted to have children. And then she had a strange desire 
for power, which made her have another child [the interviewee]
even though she didn’t really want to have it. So I might have felt
better if I had grown up with my dad.

During the interview, it transpires that childhood experiences of being
unwanted has contributed significantly to long-term negative self-
esteem, which in turn produced difficulties with social trust, especially
when it comes to romantic relationships and friendships. These findings
are in line with Baker (2005).

Compensating mechanisms

Conversely, other interviewees who also report insecure childhoods do
not have difficulties showing confidence and trust towards other people
in later life neither as a child nor in adulthood. In some cases, this may be
attributed to compensating mechanisms such as a close confidant or a
supportive and caring person, for example a preschool or other teacher 
or a grandparent. In the Danish data, social workers are also often men-
tioned. Some of these children report that they had heard from other
children that they could be allocated a ‘contact person’ (a social worker
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who spends time with the child, compensating for parents’ inadequate
care) and that they have actively taken steps to be assigned to such a
person. Likewise, they report how they use this person to re-establish
security in insecure situations. An eight-year-old girl whose mother is
in treatment for alcoholism explains: ‘I just call her [the social worker],
and then she advises me about what to do, and afterwards she talks to my
mother. It really makes me feel much more secure’. The children empha-
sise how important such a person can be: ‘He makes me smile, even when
I’m totally down’, or ‘she makes me feel safe and calm, makes me believe
in life and go on “fighting” again’. In line with this, a middle-aged man
narrates how his grandmother was an oasis of safety and calmness:

Trust has a lot to do with self-esteem and expectations, of course.
What kind of expectations did I have of my parents? Of my mother?
None at all, only that she wouldn’t break her neck when she was
drunk. And my whole life, I hoped my dad would contact me, which
he never did. […] But at Christmas, grandmother, fabulous, calm, she
was just there. Wonderful.

Other children, such as friends and siblings, can also have compensat-
ing functions. Our interviewees especially emphasise loyalty as impor-
tant in such relationships, that is having a person who ‘vouches for’
you and demonstrates unconditional love and support both on a sym-
bolic and practical level.

Security through support

The youngest group among our Swedish interviewees report how expecta-
tions and experiences of support from their parents contributed to their
feelings of security. Conversely, the middle-aged interviewees tend to
report that they lacked this kind of parental support, both when they
were children, and later as (young) adults, which is in accordance with
Ule’s findings from Slovenia (Chapter 9). 

A young woman describes a turning point in her life related to an
unintentional pregnancy and abortion, when her confidence in receiv-
ing support from her family was undermined:

I: I was pregnant and had an abortion, and my family and relations,
they just tried to hush it up. ‘Don’t talk to anyone. We don’t talk about
things like that. It’s not happening’. So everyone I had trusted until
then just vanished. They weren’t there for me.
J: Vanished completely, or just when it came to talking about it?
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I: No, for me it was a big let down. So then I lost all trust in them.
J: Completely?
I: Yes, completely. At that time, my basic trust disappeared.

Here, her expectation that her relatives would support her more than
anybody else means that she experienced very intense disappointment
when they let her down. She talks about the long-term effect of this 
in terms of her generally negative expectations of other people, that is
lack of trust in trust:

There was no one who just told me: ‘No matter what, we will always
be there for you when you feel down’ – this type of security. So I
started to feel that this world wants to hurt me.

So, what she first describes as the disappearance of confidence in her
family is reinterpreted as a starting point for mistrusting everyone, that
is erosion of trust in trust. Thus, several dimensions of trust are affected
by this incident: the confidence she had in her family and relatives,
and trust in trust which has consequences for her inner security and
dispositions towards social and system trust.

Scare stories

Some interviewees recall their lack of security as caused by stories told
by their parents. One middle-aged woman provides an example of such
a story:

I have always been – until ten years ago – incredibly afraid of the
dark. What can I say? Scared of ghosts, supernatural things. Not as
an insecurity, but as fear that someone might want to hurt me. And
then, one day, my mum and dad told me how to handle my own
children: ‘You should do what we did with you. Remember how you
could never sleep as a child. So your dad and I decided to tell you
about the Knack.’ And this [the Knack] was a dark, horrible guy,
who came at night if you weren’t sleeping. So I got the picture of
this little frightened child who pulled the blanket up to her nose
thinking: ‘I have to sleep, I have to sleep, I have to sleep. Otherwise
the Knack will come and get me.’ And then I realised this story was
at the root of everything.

The story told by her parents undermined her feelings of security in 
situations of darkness both as a child and as an adult. In this case, the
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child had confidence in her parents. However, her parents used this con-
fidence to instil fear in her for sleep discipline reasons. This raises the
question, whether she would have been better off – and felt more secure 
– if she had questioned her parents’ story, and on a more general level
whether a critical attitude in some cases is more protective than con-
fidence and trust. 

Parents’ intentional educational actions: Warnings

Parents’ impact on their children’s attitude development occurs partly
through intentional educational actions by parents, such as encourag-
ing children to act in a certain way or warning them against certain
kinds of people, situations or behaviours; and partly, indirectly, through
role model functions (Stolle & Nishikawa, 2011: 286). 

Many of our interviewees recall being warned explicitly against risk.
However this mostly has to do with things they perceive as obvious
sources of danger: ‘common things’. Interestingly, some of our middle-
aged interviewees tend to follow this up with an explanation for why
such warnings were so rare, for example that the world was less danger-
ous then, or that people in general, and their parents in particular,
were not aware of potential risk. This indicates that they do not share
their parents’ attitude of confidence, and will probably give their own
children more warnings than they were given. This may be because
they question whether their parents’ attitude was appropriate, or because
they perceive life to be more risky today than when they were chil-
dren. Thus, world views and related attitudes of confidence, trust and
mistrust are not uncritically passed on from the older generation to 
the younger, but are influenced by other kinds of information. This is
reflected in the following exchange:

J: When you’re travelling, do you ask people to help you with your
luggage?
I: No, I don’t do that. That kind of trust, I just don’t have it. Not
these days.
J: Not these days? Terror threats, drugs?
I: Yes, exactly. Before, I guess you could do that. But now it’s different
from the 70’s. Then it wasn’t a problem.

According to the literature, trust in trust and social trust is positively 
correlated both to not having received many warnings as a child and to
anti-authoritative parenting styles (Uslaner, 2002: 102). However, as we
shall see, our analysis both supports these ideas but also nuances them.
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Parents’ intentional educational actions: Encouragement to try
new challenges

Several interviewees report that they have received sound advice from their
parents and even been encouraged to try new challenges. They have not
been brought up to think that society and life were dangerous. The Danish
children claim that this helps them learn to take action in their own lives,
and – if these actions prove successful – improve their trust in trust. For
instance, one boy was encouraged to travel alone between his parents’
home and the residential home where he lives. By facing this challenge, he
realised that he could actually manage on his own and that he could ask
strangers for support. This increased his trust in trust and his independence. 

Refraining from giving too many warnings, and not being too res-
trictive towards children, can be regarded as an expression not only 
of confidence in society or trust in trust, but also more specifically of
parents’ trust in their children to act competently and manage possible
risk. Children explain how such expressions of trust encourage them ‘to
prove that I am worthy of her trust’, which increases their self-esteem.
Conversely, warnings and restrictions can be experienced as distrust, with
negative consequences for their ability to engage with others, their self-
esteem and their trust in adults.

Parents’ influence on children through role models

The narrative accounts by our Swedish interviewees comprise a rich
body of material on the impact of parents as role models for children’s
development of a trusting attitude, that is, how parents transfer their
attitudes and values about trust and others’ trustworthiness to their
children through their own behaviour patterns (see for example Uslaner,
2002: 77; Seligman, 1991). A young woman recounts:

I: Let’s say we have workmen at home. I always put away my jew-
ellery case. I don’t leave it where it usually is, in the bedroom. I hide
it in the wardrobe behind some clothes. I still do this. We’ve always
done that at home whenever we left the house.
J: Not because anything ever happened, but because your parents
did that?
I: Yes, you put away things like this when you leave the house.
That’s just the way you do things.

This story is an example of transferral: the uncritical copying of a mis-
trustful attitude towards strangers. However there are also examples of
the opposite. Thus, some interviewees, who characterise their parents
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as very suspicious towards most people, particularly strangers, actively
distance themselves from their parents’ attitude, as in the case of this
middle-aged woman:

She [her mother] had a quite pessimistic attitude towards people she
met. And this made me become the total opposite. I was always
wondering ‘why?’ When she saw someone in the street, she was
like: ‘Why are they acting like that?’ Whereas I would say: ‘But there
might be a good reason.’ […] And I had a childcarer who was the
complete opposite. She was rather positive. So I saw the difference.
So I wanted to become more like her than like my mum.

The quote illustrates both her dissociation from her mother’s attitude, and
the possible significance of other adults as role models for children’s trust
attitudes. The existence of more than one role model, and differences in
their attitudes, makes it possible for a child to make a reflexive choice.

Parental separations

The literature review showed that parental divorce has been found to
influence trust in later life, both negatively and positively. Our inter-
viewees’ narratives support this, but also contribute new understand-
ings. We found that divorce per se may not be the crucial factor; rather,
maintaining a good relationship with both parents may be more
significant in line with Franklin et al. (1990) and King (2002). Several
of our interviewees report experiencing the divorce as a relief, particu-
larly if there were lots of conflicts between the parents while they were
still living together:

I remember really well when I thought for the first time – I still lived
at home at that time, I can’t have been more than 14 or 15 years old
– when I thought for the first time that I wished they would break
up, that I really wished they would separate. Before that, everything
was extremely tense and anxious. I didn’t want that [the divorce] to
happen, but I could see they ought to do it … The best thing would
have been if they could have lived together, because I wanted to be
with both my mom and my dad. But I still remember when the idea
came into my head for the first time. What if they could live their
lives happily instead of destroying and undermining each other?

A survey among Danish school children (Nyby, 2011), as well as qual-
itative interviews with children experiencing their parents’ divorce
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(Warming, 2002), echoes this ambivalent experience of, on the one
hand, a heartfelt wish to live with both parents, and on the other the
burden of living with parents who are continually arguing and who 
are not very emphatic and attentive to them, all of which make them
feel insecure. 

Several interviewees report practically losing contact with their father
as a consequence of their parents’ divorce. They describe their self-
image as having been partly formed by their father’s absence, and they
describe this experience as predominantly negative. One middle-aged
interviewee kept bringing up her father’s absence as the main cause of
her feelings of insecurity in relationships in general (both romantic
relationships and friendships), that is for her lack of trust in trust in
adult life. Significantly, all the interviewees who had lost contact with
their fathers due to parental divorce early in life were single, even
though they longed for a romantic relationship. This picture fits well
with the results of Franklin et al.’s (1990) findings that parental divorce
rarely has significance for children’s trust in general, but does affect
their ability to trust love partners and their chances of enjoying lasting
love relationships.

However, having had divorced parents does not necessarily under-
mine one’s ability to have confidence in a partner later in life. One
example of the opposite is a middle-aged woman, whose parents had
divorced, and who experienced feelings of insecurity and of not being
loved unconditionally by her parents during her childhood. She tells
that a trustful partnership was very natural to her and made her feel
secure in her adult life:

But he [her husband] has been a very important person in my life,
since he has always been there. He has always told me that he will
be there: ‘I will be there, even if you change, as long as I can accept
the change.’ He is my security. So he was the first ‘root’ I put down
somewhere I felt I wanted to stay. I was quite restless before that.

Finally, we should point out that not all the participants with separated
parents associate divorce with conflicts, nor do they see their parents’
broken and conflictive relationship as undermining their own chances 
of enjoying positive love relationships. Several individuals describe their
experience of the divorce as quite undramatic, simply as ‘that’s life’. This
suggests that divorce can be unproblematic for children’s trust, at least in
Sweden, Denmark and other parts of the Western world, since nowadays
it is very common there. Being aware of that, and having peers with
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similar experiences, appears to lead to a form of externalisation where
the child views the separation as something normal in society, rather
than as a catastrophic failure on the part of his or her parents. Divorce
thus becomes less critical for trust. 

Bullying

One institution that almost every child experiences is school. Though
school experiences were not included as a separate theme in our semi-
structured interviews, bullying in school came up in several interviews.
These interviewees present themselves as rather suspicious or wary 
in one or more respects, that is low level of trust in trust. It appears
that bullying critically influences the interviewees’ disposition for trust.
One woman talked about the long-term consequences:

It [being bullied] didn’t make me negative towards people I meet,
but it made me think: ‘Wow, she’s spending time with me. Why is
she doing that? Does she like me? And if she likes me, what is it that
she likes? In that case, I’d better keep doing what I’m doing so she
keeps liking me’.

Although she starts out by saying that she does not have a negative
attitude towards others, her story shows that she has negative expecta-
tions of how other people will perceive and relate to her (low level of
trust in trust). Whether the reason for this is bad self-esteem, bad experi-
ences or both, the end result is an attitude of mistrust. Elsewhere in the
interview, she describes several situations where she acts extremely
carefully towards others, in particular strangers. 

Based on the interviews and workshops with Danish children, the
negative effects of bullying appear to be exacerbated if people in whom
the child has trust or confidence, for example a friend or a teacher, know
about the bullying, but do nothing to prevent it. This is experienced as a
kind of betrayal, which has consequences for future confidence and trust
in that person and sometimes in people in the same role or at the same
kind of institution (the school). In both the Swedish and the Danish
research projects, several bullying victims report that their schools turned
a blind eye to the bullying. The following quote is from the Swedish
interviews:

J: Did the school do anything to stop the bullying in any way?
I: No, it was more like… there’s no bullying at our school.
J: No one saw it?
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I: Nobody cared. They might have seen it, but they didn’t care.
J: What do you think about that?
I: Well … it happens all the time in Swedish schools. I doubt that there’s
a single school without a bully. I don’t believe that for a second.

The adults who realise what is going on, but refrain from taking appro-
priate action, may be teachers, parents or other adults. This situation
can be regarded as a kind of double exposure: to the act of bullying
itself and to neglect by the social environment. Some interviewees, who
were bullied as children but received no adult support, express a dis-
tinctly low level of trust in institutions, that is low level of system trust
both during childhood and as adults.

The relationship between trust and bullying is not only one-way,
however. The interviews provide example of how individuals who possess
trust in trust as children sometimes take action to break the negative
spiral of bullying and bad self-esteem in their lives. Sometimes they do
this by boosting their self-confidence in arenas outside school, which
then stops the bullying and/or limits its negative long-term effects (see
Jantzer et al., 2006). In other cases, they seek outside help, as the follow-
ing quote shows:

There was a girl who left our class, who had been a friend of mine,
and we continued to write letters to each other. And there were two
girls in my class who I sometimes said hello to. I mean I talked to
them, but we didn’t really spend time with each other. Anyway, we
talked to each other. And they saw one of the letters. I don’t really
know why. Well, I gave them one of the letters. And in that letter I
also mentioned the problems in the class. And that was the reason
we started seeing each other. Then the others realised ‘Ok, she’s not
on her own any more’, and then they lost interest in teasing me.

This shows how a child may take action to reinstate him or herself in
the social milieu of the classroom. In this case, the girl took the risk of
sharing her letter with her peers and thereby showing them trust
which turned out to be well founded, and which resulted in a shift in
her social position in the class towards inclusion and less bullying. 

Conclusion

Our analysis demonstrates the significant role of family and school in
shaping different dimensions of trust in childhood, with serious con-
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sequences for the child’s life quality as well as for dispositions for trust
in later life. However, it also shows that children are not passive puppets
who are determined by neither adults’ actions nor institutional structures.
Furthermore, other persons and institutions can play a compensating and
modifying role which opens up space for children’s reflexive choices and
agency.

The significance of childhood, and especially early childhood as struc-
tured by family bonds, is related to the fact that early attachment patterns
and identity formation form the basis for later identity work (Ainsworth
& Eichberg, 1993; Nsamenang, 2008). Negative identity formation with
regard to trust can have different causes, though a common feature is a
loss of confidence in the parents’ or significant others’ expected support.
A secure childhood requires confidence in the primary care persons, typi-
cally the parents. Our examples show that if this confidence is breached,
a direct shift from confidence to distrust can occur. However, our data
also show cases of more gradual learning processes where children revise
their perception of their parents and reshape their own attitudes in a 
less radical fashion. In such cases, a child’s wellbeing and identity devel-
opment with regard to trust in trust depends on his or her access to 
supportive and caring others, be these adults or peers. 

Conflicts between significant others, typically parents, erode the child’s
confidence in the home as a secure space, with an ensuing risk of nega-
tive consequences for his or her self-esteem and sense of security. Yet,
several interviewees do not remember their parents’ divorce in itself as
catastrophic and most of them do not experience long-term damage 
to their trust in trust, not even with regard to love relationships. This 
resonates with Hamilton’s (2000) and Duran-Aydintug’s (1997) findings.
Loss of contact or strained relations with a parent might be more critical
for trust in love relationships. 

Another critical factor for a child’s wellbeing and trust development
is bullying and social exclusion by peers, which matters both in terms
of trust in themselves, social trust and wellbeing. Here, we identified a
double exposure consisting of the bullying itself on the one hand and
on the other failure to take action to stop bullying on the part of the
people whom the child expected to support him or her, for example
teachers, peers and parents.

Our analysis shows that the different types of events mentioned above
matter more or less for trust – both towards people or institutions and in
terms of identity formation regarding trust in trust – depending on the
significance that people ascribe to them. Two factors appear to be particu-
larly important: the first is the extent to which the individual interprets
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the event as an attack on his or her inner security, which is often cor-
related to his or her emotional bond to the trust object in question.
The second is the type of role expectations a person has with regard to
relationships that are included in the experiences which she or he
relates to trust. Such expectations derive partly from former real experi-
ences with, and perceived promises by, the trust object; and partly, as
pointed to by Weber and Carter (2003) and Baier (1986), from charac-
teristics that are socially constructed as naturally related to certain
positions or occupations, such as teachers or parents. If one assumes
that certain individuals can be ‘counted on’ because they hold certain
positions or because of an emotionally close relationship, violations of
those expectations are experienced as particularly distressful. 

In addition to feelings of security and attachment patterns, social-
isation in the form of active teaching and role modelling plays a role 
in children’s identity development regarding trust in trust. That said,
our interviews show that some interviewees are less trustful than their
parents were and taught them to be, and some are more so. Some indi-
viduals actively distance themselves from their parents’ attitudes when
they become adults, while others do so already as children. Thus, we
found that children can – especially if other role models are available 
– reflexively shape their own attitudes so that they differ from those of
their parents and from their own upbringing. 

Once we acknowledge that trust is significant to children’s wellbeing
and that childhood experiences are significant for identity formation
and trust development during childhood and in later life, several impor-
tant implications arise. First, there is clearly a need for greater commit-
ment to supporting children wherever possible, for example through
preventive and active social work such as family therapy, coaching for
insecure parents and ensuring that attentive adults are present in schools
and daycare institutions. Second, those involved should acknowledge
children’s own perspectives and attempts to take action, with a view 
to providing concrete support and avoiding signalling distrust in the
child. Third, children’s ability to make reflexive choices and take action
in their own lives should be strengthened by increasing the number 
of significant and confident others in their lives, for example contact
persons or staff in schools and daycare institutions. These people should
have the time, competences and commitment to support the child,
thus offering an alternative, more trustful but not naïve, role model. 
In this way, children will be empowered to build up and maintain
confidence, trust and timely critical caution both as children and later
as adults.
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Notes

1 Twelve interviewees were young adults. Six of them were met twice within a
two-year period. Fifteen interviewees were middle-aged. Strategic sampling
was applied for the purpose of sociodemographic variation. The interviews
were taped, transcribed and coded in the Nvivo software for qualitative data
analysis.

2 The project about trust in social work with children is funded by the Danish
National Research council. Further information can be found at http://www.
tillid.ruc.dk. 
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4
Betrayal of Trust: Victims of
Maternal Incest
Jackie Turton

As the chapters in this book indicate, the concept of trust is complex as
it is used to inform numerous and diverse discourses (Bessant et al.,
2005). The virtual notions of trust and trustworthiness are even more
problematic when considering the relationships and responses of chil-
dren and young people to the adult world. The intention of this chapter
is to identify some of the particular problems experienced by victims of
maternal incest. Here we explore the interplay between the individual
dimensions of trust, concerning the child’s intimate and emotional
relationship with an important other, alongside the broader social
dimensions that should enable the sexually abused child to disclose.

Children have few strategies for coping with sexual abuse. The very act of
being given the identity of ‘child’ publically exposes a lack of legal and
social status leading to inadequate personal and practical resources for pro-
tection (Bessant et al., 2005). Furthermore, sexual abuse is such a betrayal of
trust that it can affect all future relationships for the victim, particularly if
the perpetrator is a familial figure (Welldon, 1988; Gittens, 1998; Peter,
2006). The difficulties are exacerbated for a child when the offender is
female, even more so in cases of maternal incest (Elliott, 1993; Rosencrans,
1997; Mitchell & Morse, 1998; Denov, 2004; Turton, 2008). The controlling
and gendered construction of the family has generated a series of hurdles
for victims to negotiate. We will discuss some of the social contexts that
disable the child and highlight ways in which their inability to trust or find
someone trustworthy blocks access to protection and social participation. 

There are two key social elements which work towards preventing
disclosure. The first concerns the wider social constructs that create 
an atmosphere of disbelief that women can sexually abuse their children
and the second element highlights the interpersonal problems for chil-
dren concerning disclosure and who to trust. While these two extreme



concepts of trust may seem rather disparate, according to Sztompka there
are strong links between ‘the various types of trust […] that operate
according to the same logic […] behind all of them there looms the 
primordial form of trust – in people and their actions’ (1999: 45).

Methods

The data for this chapter is drawn from a wider qualitative research project
concerning the sexual abuse of children by women, using a sociological
rather than a psychological framework. There are only a few studies
(Denov, 2004) relating to female abusers that consider the social context
of the events and their stories. Since access to these offenders is limited,
the original work included a number of perspectives in an attempt to
contextualise the female perpetrator. A series of in-depth interviews were
undertaken with child protection professionals (including police and pro-
bation officers, social and health workers and counsellors), three female
offenders and eight survivors. 

All of the interviews were thematic in approach offering the respon-
dents an opportunity to tell their stories and the themes were taken
from the child sexual abuse literature, the limited research on women
as abusers and the researcher’s ‘subjective adequacy’ (Bruyn, 1966). But
more generally the information gathering took a grounded theory approach
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to ensure that as new information and ideas
were accumulated they were fed into the research.

It is worth saying more about the process in terms of ethical considera-
tions since this relates to issues of trust and what stories are told (London
et al., 2005). This is a very sensitive area of research. At each stage it was
important to develop bonds of trust with gatekeepers in order to gain
access to respondents and then develop trusting relationships with the
interviewees to enable them to ‘tell their stories’. Plummer (1995) has
noted elsewhere that sexual stories require a willing audience. For instance,
he suggests that the stories from paedophiles still remain so unacceptable
they cannot be heard in public. To compensate for this exclusion, per-
petrators tend to use a variety of rationales and justifications (Lyman 
& Scott, 1970; Taylor, 1972; Turton, 2008) in attempts to make their
experiences more socially acceptable. The victims in the original study
(Turton, 2008) were abused by their mother or mother-figure. This chapter
uses the data to consider the problems of trust when children are abused
by their maternal figure and how these difficulties are intertwined with
our inability to recognise and accept that some mothers sexually abuse
their children.
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Trust and the social constraints

There are tensions between knowledge and action in nearly all cases 
of familial sexual abuse. Richardson identified the paradox that exists
as ‘a constant tension between the willingness to know, and the desire
not to know (which) condemns awareness of child sexual abuse to a
fluctuating and conflicting state’ (Richardson, 2001: 198). Cases con-
cerning female sexual abusers are no different and there are a number
of particular issues that are worth exploring in more depth since they
relate to the availability of trustworthy adults and the consequential
credibility awarded to the disclosure stories of child victims.

Do women sexually abuse children?

In the first instance, perhaps one of the primary concepts to accept is
that women, including mothers, do sexually abuse children. The con-
cerns about child sexual abuse have been high on the public agenda
for at least the last three decades, fuelling public anxiety, media uproar
and political debate (Jenkins, 1998; Kitzinger, 2004). In the main this
has been depicted as a gendered problem with discussion concentrated
around male offenders and female victims. There is no doubt the statis-
tical evidence would indicate that men are much more likely to be
sexual abusers of children than women. In England and Wales females
made up just 2.9 per cent of all arrests for sexual offences in the year
2009–10 (Povey et al., 2011). This figure includes all sex offences, not
just child sexual abuse, but it does offer us a gendered picture. It is impor-
tant to note when viewing these figures that for evidential reasons very
few child sex abusers – whether male or female – reach the criminal
courts in the UK. So for these two reasons the statistical evidence forms
a very loose guide to the prevalence of female abusers. 

Other estimates of prevalence rates of female perpetrators are 
variable. Early research by Russell and Finkelhor (1984) suggested that
female perpetrators were involved with the sexual assault of 20 per
cent of all abused boys and 5 per cent of all abused girls. Turner and
Turner’s (1994) review of the literature showed that between 6–14 per
cent of all cases of sexually abused children in the USA involved a female
offender. A more recent review by Kite and Tyson (2004) indicates that
the offending rate for female sexual abusers varies from 4–24 per cent
with retrospective victim reports offering rates in the higher ranges. 
Generally, researchers in the field (Bunting, 2005) have accepted that about 
5 per cent of all cases of child sexual abuse involve a female perpetra-
tor. While all of these may be helpful indicators, perhaps a more relevant
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statistic in the UK comes from ChildLine1 whose 2008–09 figures show
that of the 12,268 children who called during that year to talk about
sexual abuse, 54 per cent said the perpetrators were men and 17 per
cent cited women as their abusers. Within this latter group mothers
were disclosed as the perpetrators by 4 per cent of the abused girls and
20 per cent of the abused boys (NSPCC, 2009). So while the recorded
and estimated figures for women who sexually abuse children are lower
than that for male perpetrators they demonstrate that females form a
significant minority.

What harm can they do?

The second concept to consider is the question of harm, which has
been raised on a number of occasions and remains part of the mythical
illusion about female sexual abuse even amongst some professionals
(Denov, 2004). It was Mathis who first voiced the question of women
and sexual harm: ‘that she might seduce a child into sex play is unthink-
able and even if she did so what harm could she do without a penis?’
(Mathis, 1972: 54). But as we know sexual abuse involves more than
just penetration by a penis. It is important to recognise that abuse 
by a female can range along a continuum from the more ambiguous
voyeuristic behaviour to overt sexual violence such as sodomising and
penetrating with objects, burning, pinching, biting breasts and genitals
(Mathews et al., 1989; Lawson, 1993; Faller, 1995; Ramsey-Klawsnik,
1990; Saradjian, 1996; Nathan & Ward, 2002). However, often it is not
the physical but the emotional trauma of abuse, especially by a mother,
that can have a lasting effect, as voiced by two adult survivors. ‘I was an
object by which she got relief from her sexual frustrations’ (May2). ‘She
used to tell me I was a nobody […] it’s all this feeling and all this pain
[…] you don’t know what to do with all this pain’ (Petra3).

It is worth just adding here another concern about harm. Some male
victims may deny, or choose not to recognise that sexual relationships
with their mothers are abusive (Elliott, 1993; Mellor & Deering, 2010).
Roth discovered with her client group that this was not uncommon
amongst all victims of maternal incest. ‘Up to the moment of accep-
tance, clients who were sexually abused by their mothers are absolutely
sure they were not abused by their mothers’ (Roth, 1993: 122, italics in
the original). Particularly for male victims, such a stance could be
linked to social notions of masculinity and femininity – what has been
called the masculinisation of aggression and the feminisation of vic-
timisation (Sepler, 1990; Mendel, 1995). Adopting this perspective pre-
sents a range of problems concerning disclosure, trust and protecting
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children more generally since any notions of harm and risk can be
easily ignored under the premise that female sexual abuse is just harm-
less titillation or, in some cases where the victims are male, perhaps a
‘rite of passage’ (Mellor & Deering, 2010; Denov, 2004). However, some
research has found that a high percentage of rapists and sexual offend-
ers claim to have experienced sexual abuse by an adult female (Groth,
1979; Petrovich & Templar, 1984; Briere & Smiljanich, 1993), indicat-
ing that their sexual aggression may be as a consequence of unresolved
childhood trauma.

Accepting that women, including mothers, can, and do, sexually
abuse children and that the abuse can be harmful is important, as ‘not
being believed’ is one of the key concerns for victims prior to dis-
closure (Roth, 1993; Paine & Hansen, 2002). If we also include reports
from victims who find female sexual abuse, particularly by a close rela-
tive, more shameful and emotionally damaging than that committed
by male offenders (Rosencrans, 1997; Mendel, 1995; Sgroi & Sargent,
1993), then perhaps we can begin to identify just some of the dif-
ficulties that victims have in finding someone to trust with their story.

Media responses

The media reporting of child sexual abuse has concentrated on the high
profile cases raising concerns about the male-stranger paedophile and
conveniently skirting around the fact that sexual abuse is most com-
monly a familial crime (Wykes & Welsh, 2009). Apart from the ‘ordinar-
iness’ of familial sexual abuse, any reporting on any cases heard through
the family courts is heavy restricted in the UK. Yet, the media is one of
the main providers of public information and knowledge about child
abuse (Kitzinger, 2004) so it is easy to understand the popular misconcep-
tion that the male-stranger is the primary predictor and therefore against
whom children require protection (Kitzinger, 2004), since these are the
cases that most commonly reach the press. When incidents of female per-
petrators do become public, readers tend to be ‘alternately horrified and
titillated by the accounts’ (Lawson, 2008: 331). Recent reports have
shown4 maltreatment of a child by a woman especially a mother is very
newsworthy (Coward, 1997). These cases often construct the female per-
petrator as some monstrous ‘other’ – not feminine – not normal – not
‘like us’. Therefore she can be discounted as real women do not behave
this way; a notion that is sometimes adopted by child protection workers.
‘She had long hair but with all due respect there was nothing feminine
about her […] always wore trousers […] very dowdy looking […] a bit
smelly […] there was nothing feminine about her at all’ (social worker).
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Thus the case of the maternal incest offender becomes simplistically
conflated with the essentialist, expected traits of femininity and nur-
turing; ‘good enough’ mothers are low risk offenders (Turton, 2010).
Sexual abuse that occurs in the home tends to be either absent from media
reporting or in extreme cases ‘spectacularised’ in such a way as to make
it seem an aberration. 

There are two key points here. In the first instance, because pae-
dophiles tend to be publicly identified as male strangers, the home and
family structure remains a sanctuary and the place of containment and
control that most western societies rely on even though we know ‘the
family is one of the most dangerous places for children to live’ (Jenks,
1996: 91). Secondly, any female perpetrators may be disproportionately
vilified and discounted as ‘other’, either unfeminine or crazy (Peter,
2006), since normal mothers protect, not abuse, their children. Given
this situation, those children who are abused by female family mem-
bers face particular issues concerning who to trust and who will believe
their disclosures. But it is not only disbelief that silences child victims;
there are other influences especially in terms of the family and the
social expectations of the mothering role.

Trust and social participation

Of course for many children the home is a sanctuary, but concentrat-
ing on the stranger paedophile ‘masks the fact that most child sexual
abuse is perpetrated within families or by those known to (victims)’
(Green, 2001: 161). ‘Stranger-danger’ reinforces the notion that the
ideal type of family offers a safe private haven against a public world of
crime and disorder (Saraga, 2001); it works towards protecting idealised
images of the maternal role; it offers a rationale for condoning the con-
trolling elements of the family that limits the child’s opportunity to
seek trustworthy adults outside of the household.

The family

As outsiders we often have fixed concepts of family that easily blur the
reality of what lies just beneath the surface (Gittens, 1993) and may
create an aura of disbelief amongst some professionals when abusive
incidents are identified (Denov, 2004; Turton, 2008). This blurring between
the fixed notions of the ideal family and the reality that Gittens (1993)
refers to in her work, encourages public displays that reinforce the ideal
type. For example, Mitchell and Morse (1998) discuss how easy it is for
female abusers to act out the perfect mother role in public, ‘a saintly
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attitude’ and ‘very sweet to people’ then change moods dramatically in
private. And victims have voiced the ambiguities that this mirage of
home life presents. 

[…] the family were seen by outsiders as loving and affectionate […]
the outer side was very upper middle class and yet all the horrible
stuff was going on underneath (Penny5).

You had to go home […] in the evening you had to go home. It was
like having a big stone in your stomach everyday of your life […]
(Petra).

[…] things would have looked OK. We had a car; we had a TV; 
we went on holiday […] on Sunday we would have Sunday lunch
and tea would be on a trolley […] we did a lot of entertaining
(Louise6).

The family remains an important socialising structure within western
societies where adults have state sanctioned control over children. In
abusive households this presents a child with conflicting emotions that
are intensified in cases of maternal incest leading to a consideration of
the interplay between societal expectations, the maternal abuser and the
child. All these dimensions leave little room and few options for the child
victim to disclose the abuse being suffered. Research (Goodman-Brown
et al., 2003; London et al., 2005) suggests that disclosing any familial
abuse can be very difficult for children for a variety of reasons, includ-
ing concerns about complicity, embarrassment, guilt, shame and fears
of abandonment. Furthermore, the closer the relationship with the
victim the less likely the child is to disclose (Wyatt & Newcomb, 1990;
DiPietro et al., 1997; Smith et al., 2000) and Sas (1993) reported that
over 80 per cent of victims in his sample delayed or never disclosed the
abuse. On occasions when the opportunity to talk with a trusted adult
does arise, it is the close bond that actually works to inhibit disclosure
as the child attempts to protect their one precious relationship. 

[…] they (aunt and grandmother) were very important to me as a
child […] I never […] I don’t think […] ever felt like telling […] I just
felt I could behave like a child with them and be safe and secure in
that […] (May).

But you see I never did tell her (grandmother) about the abuse. She
asked me; she asked me lots of times […] but I never did tell her […]
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I don’t know why but I guess it’s […] I was afraid of losing her
(Petra).

Both May and Petra had very close links with their grandmothers,
formed trusting bonds and loving relationships that they were deter-
mined as children not to taint with stories of abuse. In these particular
cases the interpersonal trust formed between the child victims and
their grandmothers did not appear ‘safe’ enough to lead to disclosure.
Although rationalised by May and Petra as a way of protecting their
important others, the risk of not being believed, of letting them down,
of losing their relationship, and with this the risk of disappointment 
is high. Penny, another child victim of maternal incest, found this 
out the only time she tried to disclose as a child, ‘[…] but she’s your
mother dear, of course she wants a cuddle’ (Penny). Trust and risk are
closely related – trust is required to combat the risky situation (Sztompka,
1999; Luhmann, 1988) but not being able to trust reduces the options
for alternative actions (Sztompka, 1999). In the case of these victims
the fear of trusting outweighed the value of disclosure and the promise
of protection, refraining from action means the risk is negated (Luhmann,
1988). They are not able to trust and thereby unable to access the route
to protection.

For most children the family is a space that should offer a safe haven
enabling them to grow emotionally and develop a sense of understand-
ing and trust. But for abused children this becomes eschewed. May and
Petra, quoted above, found their only safe relationships were too
important to risk losing, which perhaps suggests that at least in some
cases of maternal incest, finding someone to trust and accessing a trust-
worthy adult may not be the complete solution.

The mother role

In turning to consider the role of mothering, I would like to highlight
the problems created by the idealisation of motherhood and the assump-
tion that all mothers will love their children. The two issues are closely
connected to the underlying problems for the victims of maternal incest
since they can lead to a sense of distrust7 (disbelief) between protection
workers, as well as society more broadly.

The ideology of femininity assumes all women share a universal nur-
turing role (Forna, 1998); as Glenn has suggested ‘woman is conflated
with mother, and together appears as an undifferentiated and unchang-
ing monolith’ (Glenn, 1994: 13). In western society women are expected
to be nurturing and protective (Roth, 1993), often judging themselves
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and other women in terms of their ability to care (Cockburn, 2005).
Alongside the caring image we expect children and their mothers to
have a special relationship – the close loving bond between mother
and child that offers the mother a licence to be intimate. 

She must be completely devoted not just to her children, but to her
role. She must be the mother who understands her children, who 
is all-loving and […] all giving. She must be capable of enormous
sacrifice […] she must embody all the qualities traditionally associ-
ated with femininity such as nurturing, intimacy and softness. That’s
how we want her to be. That’s how we intend to make her.

(Forna, 1998: 3)

We already know from our discussion above that child sexual abuse by
women is very unusual, so it is the rarity of the event alongside the
social expectations of maternity that can offer mothers who sexually
abuse the opportunity to disguise or rationalise their behaviour as child-
care. Thus, the social expectations of the maternal role cause problems
for some women as it disallows ambivalent feelings to be revealed and
ignores female perversity (Welldon, 1988). Research has indicated that
there seems to be ‘a reluctance or unwillingness on the part of pro-
fessionals to acknowledge or identify sexual offending by females, as it
seems shocking, unnatural and to contravene our understanding of the
dynamics of sexual abuse’ (NSPCC, 2009: 22).

In cases of maternal abuse, mothers who experience problems are
unlikely to seek advice and they are more likely to put on the show of
‘happy families’ to the world. Such fantasies of an essential harmony
between mothers and children can hamper decisions made by profes-
sionals (Featherstone, 1997) or even lead to unintentional collusion
with the abuser (Denov, 2004; Turton, 2008). As one probation officer
identified, ‘[the] social image of motherhood and femininity often
masks abusive behaviour […] professionals may collude with these
mothers by assuming they are the protectors […]’ (Veronica). 

So we can begin to build a picture indicating the social constraints
on victims of maternal incest in terms of social denial of the event,
denial of harm and the over-riding assumption that all mothers love
their children or can be made to do so (Featherstone, 1997). Women in
the household, especially mothers, are perceived as low risk offenders
by the adults that children come into contact with – such as teachers
and other professionals, in other words the adults children might choose
to trust with any concerns. The low risk assessment encourages a sceptical
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approach to disclosures allowing for minimisation or even denial by
child protection professionals of suspected abusive behaviour (Denov,
2004; Turton, 2008). Even in cases where there are indicators of abuse
the risk may be downgraded as there is ‘no socially acknowledged place
to put this behaviour, because maternal sexual abuse completely defies
our logic concerning femininity and motherhood’ (Peter, 2006: 284).
As a result, stories from these children may be referred to as ‘over
enthusiastic childcare’ or misinterpretation by the child (Turton,
2008). Finding an adult to trust when your story is considered ‘untrust-
worthy’ is problematic and as a consequence these children may be left
unable to voice their concerns.

Trust and finding a voice

While broader social structures have significant impact on protecting
children, for the victim the problem lies in finding the pathway to
access the right to a voice. This process is not a simple one since the
emotional ties of intimate relationships can create serious barriers.
Sometimes the action of the very system designed to protect children
becomes a hindrance.

Liberation or protection?

The current welfarist approach to protecting children is problematic.
Of course the young child does need some protection but there are
hidden dangers within the system itself since encouraging the main-
tenance of innocence feeds into the opportunity for grooming by 
perpetrators, including incest abusers (Kitzinger, 1988; Warner, 2001).
In other words, keeping children dependent may not protect them
against abuse (Scott et al., 1998). In fact, there may be ulterior motives
to protecting children linked with the ways in which we have created
childhood as separate and children as ‘specialisms’ (Weeks, 1989). 

Gittens takes this further by suggesting that the innocent child is
‘largely created, maintained and defined by adults for their own reasons’
(Gittens, 1998: 151). The very process of protecting children inside the
family environment can deny them their rights to participation and their
own voice about sex and sexuality (Kitzinger, 1988; Jenkins, 1998), as
highlighted by Liz: ‘A child’s right to her body, autonomy and privacy
is still a radical concept which would require the transformation of
family power relations’ (Liz, 1982: 21).

We are therefore left in a rather ambiguous situation since the very
system designed to ensure children’s safety could disempower them
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and leave them less able to seek protection, increasing their ‘isolation
and confinement with the family’ (Kitzinger, 1988: 81). It is the isola-
tion and disempowerment that presents key problems; these children
need recognition as subjects of rights not just subjects of protection to
avoid them becoming even more vulnerable. In their case this is not
easy to resolve, partly linked to the family structure as suggested by Liz,
but some child victims may have already adopted a powerless sense of
self in order to accommodate8 their abusive situation.

[…] it is precisely the children who are the most vulnerable, eager to
please and easily-led who obstinately reject any idea that they have
‘rights’ and refuse to develop a ‘sense’ of their own power. Such
unexpected conviction from the most vulnerable children is under-
standable if we accept the ‘sense’ of powerlessness may in fact reflect
their internal reality. Children are sometimes hopeless because there
is no hope, helpless because there is no help and compliant because
there is no alternative.

(Kitzinger, 1997: 181)

It is not just powerlessness within the family that controls and silences
victims. Despite the work that has been achieved to secure children’s
rights,9 questions about accessibility remain: how do children get to
know about their rights and get to exercise them? Not much has changed
since Kitzinger’s comment in one of her early discussions,

Young people are politically disenfranchised, economically restricted
and denied the legal rights and responsibilities that are considered
part of full citizenship […]. If we are to tackle the roots of child
sexual abuse we have to think about the position of children in
society.

(Kitzinger, 1988: 83)

The sense of powerlessness that engulfs incest victims is difficult
enough for all children who have been abused but it is exacerbated 
for the very young child, a common maternal incest victim (Faller,
1987; Finkelhor et al., 1988; Rudin et al., 1995; Saradjian, 1996; Rosen-
crans, 1997; Bunting, 2005). Furthermore, the philosophy of children’s
rights sits rather awkwardly alongside maternal incest. After all, as 
suggested above, the mother is generally supposed to be the child’s
most faithful champion. It is difficult to know how we can challenge
this situation for children especially within the UK since our recently
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reformed Children Act, 2004, continues to recognise the parent’s right
to ‘reasonable chastisement’ and thereby highlights the tension that
exists ‘between [the] preservation of family forms and the protection of
children’ (Saraga, 2001: 232). 

What this means is that for incest victims finding a voice and
someone to trust outside of the family is made more complex by the
legal process designed to protect their welfare. As a result we cannot
problematise child sexual abuse without problematising childhood ‘as
a structured position in society’ (Kitzinger, 1997: 184). If this is the
case then understanding child sexual abuse is itself constrained by the
social institution of childhood; they are inextricably linked embodying
notions of loss, risk, trust and trustworthiness.

Attachment and loss

The other issue I want to raise here concerns the strong emotional ties
that bind the child to their important other – the concept of maternal
attachment and loss. Psychologists (Bowlby, 1998; Salter-Ainsworth,
1991) have explained attachment theory as an internal response of a
child to the primary adult figure. Rather than get into any lengthy
debates about nature/nurture, it does seems appropriate to suggest two
aspects to understanding the special relationship that a child has for 
a parent – usually the mother in the first instance – as it is a com-
bination between the psychological and the social environment. So 
in the case of maternal incest, ‘we have the internal psychological
desire for a close intimate relationship with our maternal figure and
[…] we are socialised into accepting the mythical mothering role’
(Turton, 2008: 78). This is pivotal to understanding the relationship
between the abusive mother and child, as the failure of the ‘ideal’
maternal model presents problems for victims as well as professionals.
Victims can find it difficult to deal with the sense of maternal loss 
and they may not feel able, or may not want, to express that loss to 
the outside world. Rosencrans highlights this very point by suggest-
ing that ‘[…] more than any other person, mother can convince 
the world that we are worthwhile human beings. Mothers can con-
vince us of that […] abused children want it’ (Rosencrans, 1997: 33).
The difficulty of confronting abusive mothers is further expressed 
by a survivor in Elliott’s work on female sexual abusers.

There’s something about a mother [she] gives you love and care. So
when she abuses you, it leads to an even greater sense of despair
than when your father does it. In my dreams I castrate my father
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and suffocate him. But I can’t attack my mother. I am torn between
love and hate.

(Survivor cited in Elliott, 1993: 10)

The above quote does appear to confirm the psychologists’ suggestion
that loss of the primary attachment figure can represent a loss of every-
thing to the child (Bacon, 2001) and that, like most children, abused
children experience their primary attachment figure as necessary for
survival. Consequently victims are left with huge dilemmas.

The child abused by a primary attachment figure suffers in multiple
and complex ways. There is the pain, confusion and fear of the abuse
itself; there is the extreme contradiction inherent in the source of
danger and the source of protection residing in one person. Perhaps
most terrifying of all there is the fear of loss of attachment relation-
ship, which children often believe will happen if they try to protect
themselves from being abused by a parent.

(Bacon, 2001: 49)

In terms of maternal incest the iconic status of the mother role plays a
part in the conflict between fear of abuse and fear of loss. Since
mothers are so socially important in families, victims, like Louise, find
themselves unable to tell and unable to give up on their mother. ‘I can
remember at Christmas crying that I wanted me mum. I cried loads of
times wanting me mum, but not the mum I got’ (Louise).

The risk of permanent loss of the maternal can be another factor in
the failure to ‘trust’ and in some cases the desire to retain the mother
figure appears to be so deeply embedded that abused children may
both fantasise their attachment and defend ‘their inappropriate mothers’
(Roth, 1993: 122). The following quotes suggest the subsequent inertia
victims experience.

I know that some people who have not been sexually abused by
their mothers have deep emotional relationships with them, but 
I feel that the emotional bond I have with my mother is unnaturally
intense. At time I feel we are almost the same person … from a very
early age it felt like my body was just an extension of hers (Alice10).

[…] if you have been sexually abused by your mother you can’t
discard her entirely. Apart from anything else she carried you in 
her womb and delivered you […] so you are inextricably linked
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together, whether you like it or not. Trying to deal with this … is
very difficult (May).

Survivors on the one hand want to be loved by their mothers even if
on the other they hate them for the abuse they have inflicted. While
these two victims appeared to feel a maternal link, there was a tension
between this bond and their fear, shame and inability to escape 
the situation. By disclosing the abuse ‘child victims of maternal incest
have to disillusion the social world by shaking motherhood from its
pedestal and at the same time risk permanent loss of the primary
maternal attachment’ (Turton, 2008: 34). Furthermore, since mothers
are assumed to be champions of their children, they are assumed to be
trustworthy. The loss of the bond is not just a loss of the maternal
attachment for the child but perhaps a more socially ‘iconic’ notion of
trust.

So while many of the academic discussions focus around insecure or
inadequate attachments (Frederick & Goddard, 2008), victims some-
times find a problem for disclosure, and the ability to trust other adults,
is linked to the inability to disengage – or detach – from the maternal.
If not a psychological loss, then at the very least the cultural implica-
tions of severing the link with the primary attachment figure may prove
too strong for child victims, creating a state of inertia due to the inability
to trust or inability to take the risk of disclosing the abuse. 

Conclusion

What this discussion reveals is a series of hurdles for both victims and
professionals when encountering maternal incest. It is important to
recognise that barriers exist for both victims and child protection
workers since children need to be ready to tell and professionals 
need to be ready to hear. The trust dynamic is a two-way process. The 
problematic is also two dimensional. On the one hand, the skewed and
abusive relationship within the close intimate family unit creates an
environment of emotion and distrust, silencing the victim. On the
other, we are confronted with gendered social structures that obscure
women who sexually abuse and idolise, both psychologically and socially,
the maternal figure. This clouds any stories of female sexual abuse with
disbelief. While challenging this situation is not easy, we do need to
refocus our approach.

For instance, professionals require an understanding of female sexual
perpetrators to avoid falling into the trap of denial or minimisation of
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the behaviour. This is not an easy process since calling into question
the relationship, especially the sexual status, of a mother with her
child has to contend with numerous social taboos. But perhaps a 
more in-depth consideration of the diversity of motherhood could, 
as Featherstone (1997) suggests, move us away from a romanticised
version of the mother-child relationship that influences decisions and
judgements in child protection (Kelly, 2002). For the sake of the child
victim the final outcome has to be acceptance and recognition of
maternal incest by protection workers and society more generally.
These victims need somebody to trust and someone who will believe
their story. 

However, having access to a trustworthy adult is just one side of the
problem. The disconnection between the experiences of maternal sexual
abuse and the social expectations of mothering can leave victims ‘feeling
ostracised and alone’ (Peter, 2006: 298) and unable to make sense of their
abuse and unable to tell their stories to the outside world. Mendel’s
(1995) research considers male victims of female perpetrators, many of
whom are maternal incest victims. He identified that all child victims feel
a sense of betrayal of trust; the closer the familial relationship the greater
the sense of betrayal resulting in ‘[…] extreme dependency or impaired
ability to trust others, difficulty judging the trustworthiness of others,
anger, hostility, grief and depression’ (Mendel, 1995: 75). This sense of
betrayal suggests that even given the access to trustworthy adults, chil-
dren may be unable to disclose. The quotes from May and Petra above
discussing their relationships with grandparents indicate that this is the
case and that it can continue to affect relationships into adulthood 
for some victims. Penny simply says ‘[…] your capacity to know who to
trust, who to love has been warped’. But Louise is much stronger in her
response.

[…] but how has it affected me? It has affected me in having rela-
tionships. It has affected me in that I don’t trust … umm … actually 
I would say it’s more about women than men … I have more 
trust in men than women … I still haven’t got confidence … All
those people see this external thing that Louise can do this, that 
and the other and suggests this, that and the other but inside I’m
not … (Louise).

All maternal incest victims find it difficult to talk about their abuse 
and while we can make some headway by considering the response 
of professionals, or challenging vulnerability by the enactment of 
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children’s rights or even questioning the Madonna versions of mother-
hood, improving the opportunities for some children may be limited.
Sgroi and Sargent (1993) indicated why the problems for these victims
are not readily resolved.

It simply may generate too much cognitive dissonance for [survivors]
to acknowledge to self or to others that he or she was sexually abused
by her or his mother. In other words, to view oneself as so powerful a
sexual object that ‘my own mother succumbed to the temptation to
have sexual contact with me,’ may be a belief that is too threatening
and overwhelming for the child to integrate and absorb.

(Sgroi & Sargent, 1993: 24)

It is the abusive intimate relationships within the lives of some of these
victims that corrupt the process of trust. But it is the broader social
structures that compound any distrust that results in disclosure being a
risk too far.

Notes

1 ChildLine is a free confidential 24-hour helpline for children and young
people. It was set up as a registered UK charity in 1986 and is now part of
the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC).

2 May was sexually abused by her mother from infancy until she was five
years old. Then she was sexually abused by her brother, his friend and his
friend’s father.

3 Petra was sexually abused by her mother and father from the age of three.
4 The recent arrest in the UK of Vanessa George (2009), mother and nursery

worker caused public outrage and widespread media condemnation.
5 Penny suffered emotional and sexual abuse at the hands of her mother

from about the age of two.
6 Louise was sexually and physically abused by her mother from an ‘early

age’.
7 Distrust here is used as the negative mirror image of trust suggested by Sztompka

(1999).
8 For more discussion see Summit (1983) who identified the child sexual abuse

accommodation syndrome that outlines why children are reluctant to disclose
familial abuse.

9 The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child was ratified by
the UK in 1999 and is reflected within the Children Act 2004. Alongside the
legislation changes within the court system – with the additional remit of
an appointed guardian for children and new policy documents for child
protection workers have included elements to include the child victims in
discussions and decision-making.

10 Alice was sexually abused by her mother from an ‘early age’.
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5
Trust Relationships Between
Children, Social Welfare
Professionals and the
Organisations of Welfare
Sharon Pinkney

This chapter explores the dynamics of trust between children and social
welfare professionals. I argue that this is an important aspect of child
welfare as trust is closely related to participation and child protection and
is therefore one of the most significant areas of child welfare. This impor-
tant area of trust has been under-theorised in relation to child welfare and
protection. The chapter assesses some of the constraints in the process of
development of trust by using examples of empirical data from social
policy texts, interviews with welfare professionals and from consultation
documents written up after participation events with groups of children
who are Looked After1 in residential or foster care in the UK. Extracts
from interviews and policy texts are used to illustrate some of the com-
plexities and issues involved in building trust relations between children,
young people and welfare professionals.

The first part of this chapter examines these individual relationships
between children and welfare professionals, such as social workers or
children’s rights workers and advocates. The conditions of labour within
managerialised welfare contexts where resource constraints lead to staf-
fing difficulties are considered in relation to the difficulties they can
create for building trust between children and welfare professionals.
Listening to children is developed as one illustration of the potential
complexities involved in participation practice and building trust between
the child and welfare professional. The chapter then shifts to exploring
aspects relating to institutional trust and mistrust before considering
wider issues of trust within the broader context of societal attitudes
towards children and young people. This third level of analysis takes us
into the arena of children’s rights and social justice. These three levels
of analysis and the interrelationship between them are explored to help
us unravel some of the complexities involved in the dynamic relations



of trust between children, young people, welfare professionals and the
organisations of welfare. 

Theorising trust in relations between children and welfare
professionals

From the early 1950s Erikson (1963) discussed the idea of trust as one
of a number of important developmental psychological stages in infancy
and childhood. Erikson argued that resolving the crisis of developing
basic trust in others takes place during infancy. The proposition was
that the infant needed to establish faith in the environment and those
who care for them and would show heightened vulnerability in infancy,
potentially leading to mistrust if this developmental stage was unsuc-
cessful. Erikson’s approach became known as a lifespan developmental
approach with trust as one of the basic stages of psychological develop-
ment within childhood.

Erikson’s work was influential and was broadly adopted and developed
by others who used more sociological approaches, such as Giddens (1994),
who argued that the child learns to trust itself, others and systems within
early childhood. This developmental stage is viewed as important in 
developing resilience and the ability to adapt to change and threats
which create insecurity. This early theorising can be viewed as represent-
ing a traditional and functionalist analysis of trust where the child passes
through developmental stages successfully and learns to trust.

Goffman (1961) identified that trust is an unintended outcome of
social interaction. In this perspective trust was regarded as an essential
element in social interaction and created a sense of predictability and
normality. While acknowledging that Goffman’s work was impor-
tant, I argue that it was most helpful in understanding how confid-
ence is developed, which is slightly different than trust (more on this 
later).

I will use the approach developed by Warming (Chapter 1) who 
argues that these earlier theories of trust run counter to the theorising
within the sociology of childhood. The emphasis in the literature
within the sociology of childhood has been on the child as an active
rather than passive recipient of relationships and trust is therefore
viewed as relational.

For Misztal (2001), trust plays an important part in the socially learned
and confirmed expectations individuals have of one another, as well 
as of the organisations and institutions in which they are involved. 
In this perspective, trust therefore becomes an essential part of citizen
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engagement and democratic participation. This is helpful in dev-
eloping an analysis of trust at the societal level and one that includes
participative democracy and social justice. Following Misztal, I argue 
that trust in the organisations and institutions of welfare forms an
essential part of the public’s relationship to welfare agencies and
organisations. 

Bauman argued that scepticism and fear developed towards the idea
of experts in child welfare and protection (Bauman, 1990). For Bauman
the ‘big society’ involved community networks based on trust, recipro-
city and social capital which is rooted in informal social networks. We
can see how the concept of trust has an important relationship within
Bauman’s theory of social capital. Putnam also argued that trust enables
and promotes social capital and as such is empowering (see Warming,
Introduction).

For Luhmann (1988) trust is regarded as part of the way we manage
risk and uncertainty. It is a component part of making choices and taking
action; if we take no actions then we run no risk. This changing pattern
of risk and uncertainty is part of the wider context within which social
work with children and families operates. Luhmann makes an important
distinction between trust and confidence with trust emerging as a more
essential concept for active citizenship. For Luhmann, confidence can
enhance participation but trust becomes a way of managing uncertainty,
complexity and lack of confidence within modern globalised societies.
Beck (1992) argued more widely that a number of features were associated
with increased uncertainty including the production of a ‘risk society’
and that attention would inevitably turn towards damage limitation and
ways to make safe, regulate and identify ‘dangerousness’.

Baraldi and Farini (Chapter 7) argue that confidence is a prerequisite
for the reproduction of social systems in society, such as the economy,
politics and education, whereas trust assures the reproduction of the
specific social relationships included in these systems. In this chapter 
it is the field of communication processes and the relational dynamic
between the social worker, for example, and child or young person that is
the main focus. I therefore argue that the public may have confidence
(or mistrust) in the institutions of welfare but the child needs to be
able to develop trust with the social worker.

Earlier in this book, Warming (Chapter 1) helpfully suggested com-
bining Bourdieu and Luhmann, to enable a critical analysis of trust
dynamics that is attentive to power relations. In this chapter I also aim
to capture the dynamics of power within relations of trust between
welfare professionals and children.
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Trust in welfare professionals

In this part of the chapter the focus is on the process of trust building
with individual welfare professionals within social welfare settings.
Development of trust between a child and a social worker, for example,
involves time, continued and ongoing relationships and a commit-
ment to listen to and take seriously the child’s views and opinions. 
This sounds simple enough but further examination reveals that it can 
be problematic in relation to children who are Looked After in residential
or foster care or deemed at risk of child abuse.

Participation and children’s rights literature tell us that trust takes
time to develop between a child and professional (Thomas & O’Kane,
1998). The importance of the development of trust is evident in all
kinds of professional, family and other relationships but with children
who are involved with welfare services it takes on an elevated level of
significance. These children often have reasons to be particularly cau-
tious about trusting adults because of their lived experiences of abuse
and violations of trust. For children in public care building trust can be
a long, time consuming and complex process, often involving coun-
selling, therapeutic intervention and support. In this context where the
child is likely to be fragile, feeling hurt, anger and pain the task for the
social worker is a complex one demanding high levels of experience,
creativity, skills and sensitivity. Child protection is complex territory
for social work professionals who must attempt to build trust with
both the parent(s) and child, while also being honest about their con-
cerns. In this situation the child often has a different perspective on
the problem and their situation and the social worker has to hear their
views. Communication skills for professionals are of prime importance
and require professional sensitivity when talking with children and
young people, ascertaining their views, asking difficult questions and
avoiding the child feeling pressurised. The Office of the Children’s
Commissioner report (Cossar et al., 2011) argues that continued profes-
sional development and training should focus on these important pro-
fessional skills. ‘You’ve got to trust [the social worker] and she’s got to
trust you. Otherwise there’s no point’ (Cossar et al., 2011).

The second aspect for the child in building trust with a social worker
is the importance of continuity in the relationship. Children, like adults,
do not wish to tell their story to several different professionals. Given
the telling is likely to cause anxiety and distress, it is important that
when they disclose, the experiences are heard and listened to, and that
the adult or professional does not go away. The child may experience
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the latter as hurtful or rejecting and may feel unworthy if the social
worker is not able to continue working with them. If this happens
several times it is likely that the child may withdraw and decide not to
tell again. In terms of therapeutic support for a child who has experi-
enced abuse this disruption in professional relationships is at the least
unhelpful and at worst potentially damaging to their future wellbeing.
This fragmentation and lack of continuity in the relationship between
a child and a professional is a source of distress for children and also a
contributor to poor outcomes. Care Matters (Department of Children,
Schools and Families, 2008) reports that children in care wish to choose
who they relate to and be able to build trust with that professional and
rely on them communicating on their behalf. Importantly they do not
wish to have to build strong relationships with a range of professionals
within their care network. 

The Office of the Children’s Commissioner (Cossar et al., 2011) reports
in relation to child protection that if children trust a social worker they
are more likely to tell when tensions are increasing in the family. The
report also argued that professionals should consider who is a trusted
adult for the child and include them in protecting the child. The impor-
tance of this relationship between the children and their social worker
was emphasised and the children who had a trusting relationship felt
they were part of making positive changes in their lives. The children
interviewed as part of this research again confirmed their wish that
their social worker should not change so often. 

Therefore, one of the key tenets of child protection is that of listen-
ing to and communicating with children and young people. This is an
important aspect of building trust between the child and professional
social worker. The legislation, guidance and Inquiry reports have all
emphasised the importance of listening to children. The Children Act
1989 (Department of Health, 1989), The Utting Report (Department of
Health, 1991), Every Child Matters (HMSO, 2003) and Working Toge-
ther (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2010) all empha-
sise the importance of listening to and hearing what children say as
well as that children may need time and more than one opportunity in
order to develop sufficient trust to communicate any concerns they
may have. In all these reports there was increasing recognition that
principles, rules and guidance were not sufficient. Enhancing parti-
cipation of children and young people in decision-making processes 
has been one of the key outcomes of pressure from children’s rights
organisations as well as professional support for social justice claims by
children and young people. 
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Ascertaining the child’s wishes and feelings through his or her par-
ticipation within welfare decision-making processes was firmly embed-
ded as a central part of any assessment of the child’s welfare. Listening
to children has been seen as a skill requiring sensitivity and skills.
Alongside this was the need to balance the child’s own expressions of
distress or hurt with the perspectives of parents and other professionals.
Schofield and Thoburn (1996) argued that a betrayal of trust within 
a family is likely to prejudice the children’s capacity to make sense of
their experiences. They were careful to point out that this is not 
an argument for not listening to children but more an argument for 
professionals developing skills and experience, as well as having the
time, to listen and help children think through their situation. They
argued about the importance of a relationship with a trusted adult in
maximising children’s participation. 

The psychosocial lens helps us view the ways that individual profes-
sionals and the organisations of welfare sometimes avoid listening to
and hearing children. This is part of a complex process of minimising
the emotional impact of participation work with children. Not hearing
can also mean being absolved of having to do anything to change the
situation (Pinkney, 2011a). The relationship between the emotional
dimensions of participation work and building trust with children is
important to understand. If children feel they are not listened to and
heard it will impact on their future participation. If they do not parti-
cipate in decision-making the outcomes are likely to be less positive for
them.

In my earlier research I argued that contested meanings do not seem
to be adequately captured within the Guidance and Legislation where
it is assumed that ‘listening’ to children is important but also that it 
is simple (Pinkney, 2005). In her study of Looked After children and
their social workers, McLeod found that professionals and children
have very different understandings of what is involved in listening.
Interestingly the young people in her research had an active view of
listening involving action, practical support and self-determination.
The children felt strongly that their personal feelings should remain
private. The social workers by contrast generally saw listening as a 
more receptive and passive activity involving having a respectful 
attitude, offering emotional support and encouraging self-expression. 
Her research revealed a situation where social workers felt that they
were listening to young people while those same young people said
they wanted to be heard but the social workers were not listening
(McLeod, 2000).
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For McLeod the paradox that seemed to be built into the relationship
between a social worker and a young person could only be explained
by concluding that they have different understandings of the meaning
of ‘listening’. McLeod’s findings concur with a growing body of evid-
ence that suggests that young people are not convinced that their social
workers listen to their views (Sinclair, 1998; O’Quigley, 2000; Morris 
& Wheatley, 1994). Jones and Myers (1997) showed how listening to
children in care is easier to say than it is to do. 

In another study of children experiencing their parents’ separation,
Smart and Neale (2000) considered that children’s views were increas-
ingly listened to and sought, although they noted that there was some
filtering of information. As a result they warned against professionals
being deaf to what they might consider unpalatable views. They favoured
a principle of asymmetrical reciprocity where children’s views are res-
pected but where adults take responsibility for difficult decisions. An
important arena of debate is that around the extent to which we can
expect children to be autonomous, responsible and independent when
age and development often presuppose dependence, inequality, trust,
care and intimacy. 

In my research one Authority asked children in its care why they should
be listened to. The following were the reasons the children gave:

• Because we’re our own people and should have some privacy and
make our own decisions

• Because without children Social Services would not exist
• Because what we say is important
• We think Social Services should listen to us because it’s our lives

and we know what we want
• By listening, Social Services will enable us to achieve what we want
• Because they have to listen!
• Because we know what we want and how we feel
• Because Social Services is here for young people not the other way

round
• There is no reason why not
• Because I want you to

(Department F)

The children make a range of comments about the reasons they feel
they should be listened to and similar comments were made across many
different Authorities in various participation and consultation events.
These comments range from assertive statements to more cautious ones
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about why their views and opinions should be valued. They are all
clear that professionals should listen to children. This juxtaposition of
the consistent messages from consultation events with children and
the sense that welfare organisations are not always able or willing to
listen to these comments creates a tension between the advocates 
of children’s rights and the institutions of social welfare, which was 
evidenced throughout my research. 

For this constituency of children trust is multidimensional, dynamic
and complex. For children either in care or who have been abused, the
idea of having trust in adults, being cared for and intimate with care-
givers become potentially problematic. The underlying assumption is
the presence of a benevolent adult who can be trusted and depended
upon. It is worth considering here whether developing trust is always
positive for a child. For some children who have experienced abuse,
and particularly sexual abuse, part of the therapeutic process of work
with the children may be to help them to reduce their level of dis-
closure about the abuse. Talking about abuse can cause problems for a
child, in school for example or with their peers. An important element
of the child protection and support work with the child may be to get
him or her to be less trusting of adults or peers. It is salutary to reflect
upon this less positive dimension within the relational dynamic of
trust. If we reify trust we potentially overlook examples where it may
have less positive and often unintended consequences and outcomes
for children and young people. Including this more complex and 
sensitive aspect into any theorising, policy or practice on the dynamics 
of trust relationships between children and welfare professionals is
essential.

Children of sufficient age and understanding often have a clear per-
ception of what needs to be done to ensure their safety and wellbeing.
Listening to children and hearing their messages requires willingness,
training and special skills, including the ability to win their trust and
promote a sense of safety. Most children feel loyalty towards those who
care for them, and have difficulty saying anything against them. 

The social worker, on the other hand, is also likely to feel emotional
attachment to a child who has talked openly to them and disclosed
experiences of abuse or neglect. The professional is likely to have a
high investment in future protection and safeguarding of the child.
Part of their job satisfaction involves the development of relationships
of trust with children and their families. Feeling that they are able 
to offer good quality support for children is important to the social
worker’s professional identity and is often cited as one of the key moti-
vations for entering the welfare profession.

100 Trust Relations and the Organisations of Welfare



One of the practical difficulties encountered by welfare professionals is
that constraints on social work time and pressure of heavy caseloads often
means the relationship with the child is fragmented or the time spent with
the child is curtailed and squeezed with the demands of other competing
priorities. The high numbers of children who do not have an allocated key-
worker or social worker is testimony to this pressure on welfare services. The
material conditions of labour where there are shortages of social workers,
high reliance on agency and temporary contracted social work staff in field
and residential care means that many distressed and hurt children will not
have access to a professional who they can build a trusting relationship with. 

By way of illustration, the following extract is taken from an inter-
view with a Children’s Rights Officer debating the difficulties around
resourcing social welfare:

CRO: … if your social workers are on their knees … a lot of the areas
of Local Authorities I work in are 50 per cent down in social workers
in each team. That means each team is 50 per cent short.
SP: And are they using agency social workers to fill those gaps?
CRO: No they can’t. They are just 50 per cent down and can’t recruit.
SP: So in that environment ‘good practice’ even if it’s in your head
is not achievable?
CRO: It can’t be, it absolutely can’t be. So you commission a children’s
Rights Service and employ two part-time workers across a vast rural
Authority.

(CRO 3, Department A8)

In the next extract another interviewee, who is employed as a Participation
Officer, discusses similar problems:

PO: … And there are … sort of … problems unique to Social Services, like
the turnover of social workers, which is a big problem in London. So it
takes a while for the young people to build up a relationship and then
they keep changing, … I don’t think participation will deal with this but
that is a key problem for young people because they lose out.

(PO, Department Y)

In this next extract from an interview in another Authority with a Child
Care Consultant (CCC) the consequences of constant staffing crises are
explored further:

CCC: … So with a lot of young people who are Looked After the
case isn’t even allocated to a social worker. And that is a worry. Last
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year I think we had about 20 per cent of Looked After cases not allo-
cated and the Social Services Inspectorate was threatening us with
‘special measures’ if we didn’t do something about it. And we
employed a whole lot of unqualified people just to allocate these
kids to … and then recently there’s been a cash crisis, so we’ve had
to make them all redundant, so we’ve got the kids unallocated again.
It’s just a disaster.

… We’ve also had a shortage of Team Managers in parts of the
County … so in (area) for example there’s been nobody to supervise
social workers if they’ve had the social workers. In (another area)
there’s been managers but no social workers. So it is really difficult.
And it is quite difficult to carry on working and being positive in
that environment.

(CCC, Department D)

The limits of participation within scarce resource context are explored
within these interview texts although this was not a research topic I
was intending to gather data on. During the interviews it became clear
that the material conditions of staffing and resourcing social welfare
was having a direct impact on the quality of participation and social
work with children and young people. The sense of vulnerability and
exposure for the young people in this situation as well as for the staff
was an unexpected feature of these research interviews. The idea of
‘special measures’ relates to the climate of failure within social welfare
within the UK. One interpretation is to view this as an illustration of
how placing an authority in special measures can result in short-term
solutions but not longer-term improvement in continuity of support
for vulnerable children. 

These research participants were all deeply committed to working
with children in a positive and dynamic way. The weariness and strain
of the experience of continuously trying to work in this environment
became evident during the interviews. All welfare and children’s rights
professionals I interviewed located participation work with children in
the wider contexts of resource shortfalls and low staff morale. The
comments generally reflect the situation across most Local Authority
Children’s Services where ‘good practice’ is compromised by material
shortfalls (Rapoport, 1960; Satyamurti, 1981; Pithouse, 1996). All the
interviewees insisted that this resource and staffing crisis places 
incredible pressures on practitioners, professionals and Authorities. The
comment was made that it is surprising that anything at all happens 
in this environment. Analysing these interview texts lead me to view

102 Trust Relations and the Organisations of Welfare



participation as a socially constructed process accomplished by profes-
sionals and practitioners within the wider context and constraints of
organisational and individual imperatives.

The evidence from my research interviews is that professionals feel
they are too pressurised to be able to really involve, listen to and, impor-
tantly in this context, build trust with children. These interviews were
conducted with staff with a vested interest in and high level of com-
mitment to participation and children’s rights. The interview texts
illustrate an alternative view of a particular sort of ‘reality’, which is,
what happens in practice and what happens to social work and chil-
dren’s rights and professionalism within the conditions of managerial-
ism. Part of these narratives can therefore be viewed as the stories the
profession tells itself about how difficult it is to deliver services in this
environment and under these conditions. We can see here that the
professional social workers sometimes lose confidence in their own
organisations of welfare.

Another interpretation of these interview texts is to view this as the
discourse of liberal professionalism under pressure. Professional dis-
course may be displaced, subordinated and appropriated but material,
ethical and emotional strain or discomforts are still voiced. The inter-
viewees are talking about the emotional ‘strains’ of being professionals
in public welfare services. Children’s Rights Officers and similarly posi-
tioned staff are possibly uniquely situated as both radicalised and
uncomfortably marginalised professionals within social and welfare
work with children in the UK. The interview texts in my research
demonstrate the tension between professionalism and managerialism
within child welfare services.

Managerialism legitimises and extends the right to manage and involves
competing discourses of how to manage (Clarke & Newman, 1997; Clarke
et al., 2000). The rise of new public management within public sector and
welfare organisations since the late 1980s has been well documented
(Clarke et al., 2007; Newman, 1998; Pinkney, 1998; Froggett, 2002). Man-
agerialism was developed under Conservative regimes during the 1980s
and continued to develop with New Labour administrations since 1997 as
well as within the current UK coalition government since 2010. It seems
almost certain that there will be further continuity of the managerialist
agenda because it is firmly embedded in Labour, Conservative and Liberal
Democratic policies. In my research I was interested in the extent to
which the discourse of managerialism had permeated social care contexts.

The reason this is relevant here is that the conditions of increased
managerialism and administration in social welfare mean that time is a
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scarce commodity for welfare professionals charged with advocating,
representing and assessing ‘the best interests’ of children and young
people. Within my research, participation is being viewed as a socially
constructed and performative process accomplished by professionals
and practitioners within the wider context and constraints within their
organisations. As I argued earlier, professionals often feel they are too
pressurised to be able to really involve, listen to, take seriously and
importantly in this context, build trust with children. The process of
participation and building trust takes time, which as we have seen is an
increasingly scarce commodity in social welfare settings. The inter-
views illustrate what happens to children’s participation and trust
within the conditions of managerialism. As I argued earlier, these nar-
ratives can be viewed as the stories the profession tells about the
difficulty of delivering services in this pressurised environment:

Overall morale is very low, staffing is very short, everybody is under
terrible pressure, workload is excessive and inevitably standards of
practice drop because people just do the absolute minimum. And
the important bits which are about the direct one to one relation-
ship with the individual child are the bits that get lost when you’ve
got too many cases.

(Interview with a Consultation Policy Officer, Children’s Services,
Department D)

Managerialism carries within it the promise that better management
will improve services. This magic of management can be viewed in part
as a response to the discourse of failure that developed after three decades
of inquiries into child abuse where welfare services and professionals
were viewed as failing to protect children. In the research interviews
there was evidence of the discourses of displaced, subordinated and
appropriated professionalism. Professionals are able to sometimes resist
subject positions created by powerful discourses, such as manager-
ialism. This resistance usefully highlights attempts to disrupt power
relations and the undermining of colonising discourses (Marston,
2004). I argued elsewhere that the formal social policy texts in 
my research show an increased focus on management, efficiency, cus-
tomers, best value, accountability and performance and how man-
agerialism forces the procedural and customer version of rights. The
question remains whether this particular version of rights within 
the customer discourse enhances children’s rights and participation
(Pinkney, 2011b).
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Social workers often talk about the increased burden of administra-
tion and complex recording systems that prevent them from spending
time with children. As I argue above, time is an essential component 
in the trust building process between child and welfare professional.
While it is clear that good administration and recording is an essential
element of child protection, spending time with a child has to be the
most important aspect of the social worker’s task. Freeing social worker
time to develop continuity and relationships of trust with children
must be given higher priority if these children are to be protected in
future.

Up to now the focus of this chapter has been on the importance of
relationships of trust between children, young people and individual
welfare professionals. Within the next section the focus is shifted to
trust in the institutions and organisations of child welfare. 

Trust in the institutions of welfare

Beck (1992) argues that the plausibility of experts was only superficially
undermined by child deaths and ‘accidents’ between 1914–70 but that
this period was characterised by institutional repression of ‘trouble-
some information’ which served to bolster public confidence and trust
in child welfare services. After the 1970s the effect of inquiry reports
into child deaths led to ambivalence about child welfare services
(Pinkney, 1998). The problem of identifying and managing ‘risk’ led to
the proliferation of risk assessment and risk management within social
welfare contexts. The role of professionals within welfare organisations
therefore became to identify and manage risk and dangerousness. Part
of the difficulty with this is that welfare agencies and professionals 
are supposed to manage risk and dangerousness within an environ-
ment where hardly anyone has faith or trust in them being able to do
this. 

Howe (1992) argued that as audit and inspection became a routine
feature of welfare organisations and new systems of regulation were
continuously introduced and implemented, the focus became that of
making ‘defensible decisions’ rather than the ‘right decisions’. Douglas
(1992) argued that refined blaming systems were part of the ‘risk society’
where nothing goes wrong without it being attributed to someone and
him or her being held to account. The Inquiry Reports into child abuse
during the 1970s and 1980s are testimony to the need to apportion
blame to an individual, institution or organisation. Tunstill argued 
that consequently the discourse of risk dominated the development of
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childcare policies during the 1980s and 1990s (Tunstill, 1999). From
the 1990s UK welfare organisations saw a flourishing of complaints
procedures, disciplinary mechanisms and litigation, which were all
consequences of the attempt to minimise risk. 

The Cleveland child sexual abuse crisis in the UK in 1987 is an example
where there was a breach of trust in the institutions of welfare in rela-
tion to child sexual abuse (HMSO, 1988). Parents voiced fears at bring-
ing their children to hospital or doctors for routine medical checks.
Ferguson (2004) argues that this illustrates well how trust, or lack of it,
in child welfare systems can be influenced and shaped by experiences
at the access points to welfare services. For Ferguson one of the out-
comes from Cleveland was a structural transformation in trust rela-
tions which overturned earlier accommodation and suppression of 
child sexual abuse to a situation where child sexual abuse could be
acknowledged. 

Giddens (1994) argued that the development of active trust in child
welfare services is one of the biggest challenges for the institutions of
welfare. He went on to argue that this building of active trust is essen-
tial if the public, neighbours and families are to disclose concerns
about abused children. 

We can therefore see that there is an essential problem of lack of
confidence between children, families and the public with child wel-
fare institutions. Child protection relies on public and community 
confidence in reporting cases of suspected child abuse or neglect.
Negative imagery of the institutions of welfare and of the legal system,
for example, can mitigate against the development of confidence. 
On the other hand, stories of victims finding support and acknowledge-
ment of abuse can positively influence others to disclose and enhance
confidence. 

Social recognition and identity is closely related to the process of
building trust. Not being regarded as trustworthy can generate insecur-
ity in an individual’s social relationships but also in relationships with
organisations and in this context with welfare professionals and the
institutions of welfare. Being viewed with mistrust is a common com-
plaint of young people in the UK when the media has often been
accused of having an unbalanced focus on negative aspects of youth
culture. Looked After young people in residential or foster care have
experienced particular problems with being trusted:

Some people go to foster care and they get bullied – like for having
hearing aids. The thing I don’t get is the independence – I asked my
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foster carer once if I could go for a walk but she shouted at me and
was really nasty ‘No you can stay here where I can see you’.

(Foster child, Department A8)

I don’t like to be classed as a special person. I want to go to ‘normal’
playscheme activity.

(Foster child, Department G)

These comments were made during consultation events with children
who position themselves as ‘disabled’. They relate to general concerns
about bullying but add another specific dimension in relation to the
specific vulnerability and difficulties with trust for children with dis-
abilities. The second comment relates both to the difficulty of con-
structing normalised narratives of self as well as to the dilemma about
the difficulty in referring to children with specific needs whilst avoid-
ing pathologising those children. Both extracts involve children’s per-
ceptions that they are not trusted. The examples provide illustrations
of the ways that Looked After children have difficulty maintaining a
normalised narrative of self as they are constantly reminded of their
subject position and identity as Looked After children. 

CRO: Yes I mean that came across from the young people I inter-
viewed. One of them said something like … she was in a children’s
home in a rather posh residential area … and there was a lot of hos-
tility to it … and she said ‘people round here look at us as if we’ve
got televisions on our heads or something, what do they think we
are, we’re just a bunch of kids who haven’t got anywhere else to
live? And they think you must be a murderer or a rapist or some-
thing if you’re in care. When you say you’re in care people say “well
what did you get done for?”’

(Children’s Rights Officer 1, Department D)

In this extract the Children’s Rights Officer is talking about young
people challenging the dominant representations of Looked After chil-
dren. The underlying assumption is that being in care means wrong-
doing on the part of the child rather than that they are more likely to
be in care as a result of having wrong done to them or through family
breakdown. The strong sense of not being trusted in the neighbour-
hood where they reside comes through. 

The following extract is about problems of trust in the process of par-
ticipation and institutions of child welfare and protection. The CRO is
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talking about comments from children and young people about their
formal and informal participation in decision-making processes:

SP: … so where do those informal comments to you go?
CRO: well at the moment it goes from us to our management but it
doesn’t go into a strategic plan. There is no system in place that
feeds those day-to-day comments into a strategic plan.
SP: that’s really interesting in relation to the process of policy
making and how the informal processes feed into the formal policy
documents and plans. Do the comments you receive from young
people feed into any formal processes and policy?
CRO: Not really no. My experience … I’m not trying to be really
negative here … but my experience is that young people can be
helped on an individual basis sometimes depending on the issues
they raise. But there is nowhere that is gathering this information
and correlating it and asking has this arisen before? Is it something
we can integrate into our policy and practice? And that is not just
comments to me. I’m also thinking of the complaints procedure and
reviews. Where does information from reviews go? It goes in a box
and doesn’t get looked at and evaluated. It’s the same with com-
plaints and recommendations, transitions reviews for disabled chil-
dren … where do they go to? 
SP: … so nobody is taking the strategic overview and evaluating the
information which is there? It isn’t making a difference to what happens?
CRO: No it’s not. The only time it makes a difference is if there’s an
inspection where they pick up things and ask organizations like our-
selves or ask young people directly.

(Children’s Rights Officer 3, Department A8)

This extract illustrates some of the difficulties and tensions about trust
within the processes of participation and consultation from the per-
spective of children’s rights professionals. We feel the Children’s Rights
Officer’s sense of dismay and frustration of not being able to make any
difference after hearing what young people say at participation and
consultations events. This provides a comment about children’s rights
work being a difficult arena to work in because of the slow pace of
change and limited evidence of the impact and outcomes of children’s
participation beyond individual children who may benefit from their
participation. It has been argued that this may be a common experi-
ence of consultation and service user participation in different policy
and service delivery contexts (Danso et al., 2003; Carr, 2004).
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Societal mistrust of children

Kelly (2005) argues that institutional mistrust of youth is a common
feature of developed societies. He cites the example of CCTV cameras
being installed in school toilets to deal with problems of drug abuse
and bullying in Australian schools. Following the work of Foucault
(1977, 1983) and in particular his work on surveillance, disciplinary
power and governmentality, Kelly explores issues of institutionalised
mistrust, surveillance and regulation of contemporary populations of
young people. Adult and professional anxieties about young people
and risk are not new but they have translated into policies and prac-
tices relating to young people. Youth has historically occupied the ‘wild
zones’ and been viewed as ‘ungovernable’, ‘dangerous’ and lacking in
self-regulation. These views of youth have fundamentally been shaped
by race, class and gender and situated in relation to normative ideas
about youth (Bessant & Watts, 1998). This means the consequences of
this mistrust of youth is experienced differentially by different groups
of young people. We can argue therefore that this more generalised sense
of mistrust in young people is evident in a range of adult and pro-
fessional interventions in their lives on the basis of professional and
expert concerns about their welfare. Constructing young people as
(un)governable subjects, Rose (1999) illustrates the tendency towards
illiberal and authoritarian governmentalities that continue to dom-
inate discourses of youth in Western societies. 

Trust then informs many of the discourses associated with children 
and young people generally but in particular in the context here of those
who live away from home with foster carers or in residential care. Being
‘in care’ brings with it certain expectations of being supported, cared for,
nurtured and having positive relationships with those who do the caring.
Sometimes this relationship is formalised within a contract or agreement
between parents, children and young people and relevant professionals.
The institutions of welfare take seriously this aspect of trust between fam-
ilies, children, professionals and their organisations. The trust that is
placed within welfare professionals and institutions is subjected to great
scrutiny and when things go wrong it results in critical inquiry reports
and negative media attention being directed at the services and pro-
fessionals that care for children and young people. Examining the ratio-
nales and normative justifications carried within institutional policies
and practices is an important part of critical social policy projects. 

Bessant et al. (2005) argue that the cultural, historical and socio-
economic conditions that shape the day-to-day work with children
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needs to be understood and that it is at the point of routine institu-
tional governance that the grim realities of the policies and practices of
trust and mistrust are played out. For Bessant et al., too much focus has
been directed at the individuals and institutions themselves and not
enough at the prevailing attitudes, discursive practices, modalities of
power and government that underpin these institutions. This is a power-
ful argument about the way institutional harm and abuse of trust has
to be understood within the wider context of societal attitudes towards
children and young people. 

Conclusion

This chapter has considered the relations of trust between children and
young people, welfare professionals and the institutions of welfare. In
doing this it has considered the individual relationships as well as the
resource context they operate within the UK. The organisations and
institutions of welfare were examined in relation to structural aspects
of the possibilities for trusting relations between children and welfare
professionals. Lastly, consideration was given to wider societal attitudes
towards children and youth and the way this frames and shapes these
relations of trust. I introduced extracts from my earlier research as well
as other research findings to illustrate the narrative of trust within
welfare organisations and professionals. The example of listening to
children seems a basic presumption of building trusting relations but
was shown to be fraught with difficulties and complexity within both a
practice and policy environment.

I argue that the dynamic interaction between the process of par-
ticipation of individual children and young people in everyday 
governance as well as within institutions of welfare and broader 
societal attitudes to children is critical. The focus on active ‘voice’ for
children and young people and processes of participation and con-
sultation within social welfare is welcome. Violations of trust when
they occur often go beyond the failure of individual professionals to
follow policy and practice guidance to the wider social, cultural and
economic status of child and youth. The challenge is for individual
professionals as well as the institutions of child welfare to recognise 
the significance of the process and relations of trust within this 
often fraught and contested arena of social welfare work with chil-
dren. The wider implications of societal attitudes towards children and
youth bring us into the broader arena of human rights and social
justice.
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Note

1 Within the UK the term Looked After has been used to describe children and
young people who are living either in foster or residential care.
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Trust, Social Work and Care Ethics
An Exploration of the
Luhmannian Concept of Trust and
Social Work with Children at Risk:
Relating Luhmann’s Concept of
Trust to the Ethics of Care
Michael Christensen

This chapter proposes that the Luhmannian concept of trust can serve
as a powerful way to understand the situated positions in which social
workers carry out their work with children in positions at risk. It also
addresses the social worker both as a representative of the social system
and a person ‘in between’ the social system and the specific child. Luh-
mann’s concept of trust is explored in the light of the growing recogni-
tion of children as valid actors with meaningful opinions and an increased
focus on children’s inclusion and involvement in decisions about their
personal cases. Thus, the chapter explores the Luhmannian concept of
trust, how it enables an analytical framework that allows for a focus on
the social worker’s position within a specific system logic, but at the same
time allows for a focus on the relation between social worker and the
specific child. Luhmann’s concepts of trust, distrust and confidence are
related here to considerations about the ethics of care/ethics of rights,
thereby introducing a distinction between concrete situations and abstract,
generalised practices and between relationships/morality contra universal
rights and rules. The chapter seeks to nuance the immense volume of
research that addresses the relationship between social workers and chil-
dren at risk and suggests that we understand this relationship in terms of
trust. 

The following four quotations come from fieldwork carried out as
part of the research project ‘Trust in social work with children in posi-
tions at risk. How does the institutional set-up hinder or facilitate trust-
ful relations between social worker and child?’.1 The quotations raise



important issues relating to the ethics of care/ethics of rights and the
role that trust can play in social work with children and young people
and they provide the foundation for the main ideas put forward in the
chapter. The quotations will be analysed with a view that demonstrates
the strengths of the Luhmannian concept of trust.

Those who have something to do with foster children should be
better at listening to the children, because they often have experi-
ences from life that enable them to take a great deal of responsibility
for their own lives.

(Adda, 19 years old) Quotation 1

Well, [the work is organized] in a strange way […] but we have this
municipality that looks at figures and times for the case process, and
then there’s us [the social workers]. We look at what is going on in
real life. Every time I do something related to a case I have to write
it in my journal, then I have to fill in a form to document how far I
am with the case – so that someone higher up in the system can
check up on me. And then I have to write it up in my own calendar,
which can also be checked. But I do love my job, even though I’m
constantly being checked up on, I still love it – I think I can make a
difference.

(Social worker in a Danish municipality X) Quotation 2

If new social worker students knew how much time we spend on 
citizens [face-to-face relations] and documentation, writing, meetings
etc. they would run away screaming – I know I would.

(Social worker in a Danish municipality X) Quotation 3

[Social Worker in a Danish municipality Y]: Now, tell me again, why
did you want a meeting with me? 

[Dana, 14 years]: I called you because I don’t know what’s going on.
Everybody tells me different stuff, so I don’t know what to do and 
I want you to tell me. 

[Social Worker]: Let me make one thing clear: If anyone thinks they
can decide for you, they’re wrong. You make the decisions and if
you’re not sure what to do, you come to me. If others have a 
problem with that then they answer to me, not to you. I’m glad you
called me so we can sort this misunderstanding out. (Quotation 4)

The new childhood paradigm has produced an increasing focus on chil-
dren’s rights and involvement in their own cases, especially children at
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risk. However, recent work suggests that efforts to ensure inclusion, lis-
tening to and recognition of children at risk are struggling to survive
under institutional conditions which do not facilitate such approaches
(Smith, 2001) and that children at risk experience a lack of inclusion
which leads to unsatisfactory case histories (Smith, 2001; Knudsen,
2001; Dalrymple, 2003; Grover, 2004; Warming, 2005; Leeson, 2007;
Gaskell, 2010). Parton (1998) argues that the ‘new’ focus on social
work strategies in children’s involvement in social work has emerged
in tandem with various discourses focusing on ‘objective’ factors that
constitute risk (those which can be measured and controlled) rather
than on face-to-face relationships. Likewise, Meagher and Parton (2004)
and Ruch (2005) point out that social work is increasingly subject to
various control mechanisms, such as audits and documentation, which
measure ‘performance’. Because of this ‘performance turn’, social work,
understood as an intersubjective meeting between people who are
dependent on one another, is disregarded or at best overlooked. Along
similar lines, Cockburn (among others) stresses the importance of not
regarding children solely as recipients of care (Cockburn, 2005). Accord-
ing to Smith (1997), the relationship between social worker and child
cannot be reduced to a normative fulfilment of children’s objective rights.
Rather, social work (with children) is also about assessment, judgement
and dialogue (Smith, 1997). Thus, Smith sees trust as the fundamental
characteristic for enabling ‘social work to work’ (Smith, 2001: 298).
Smith’s objection to today’s brand of social work is that it is charac-
terised by issues of confidence rather than of trust, since the social
worker’s role is, in many instances, reduced to that of a technical operator
or ‘manager’ focusing on output according to various predefined indi-
cators designed to ensure compliance with the specified ‘package of
care’ (Smith, 2001: 289). While recognising national and theoretical
differences regarding what constitutes a social worker, in this chapter
the term is used to refer to a person employed within the official Danish
municipality-based social system to carry out social work with children
at risk – a so-called ‘case manager’. 

I further recognise that there in terms of ‘childhood matters’ (Qvortrup
et al., 1994) is a stronger theoretical focus on children at risk in respect
of their rights than of the involvement in their own cases (Satka & Eydal,
2004; James et al., 1998) and that there is increasing emphasis on cost
effective measures, performance, documentation of practice in social
work and so on (Mik-Meyer, 2001; Smith, 2001; Sehested, 2002). Against
that background, it becomes pertinent to investigate the situated posi-
tion from which social workers carry out social work, how they navi-
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gate between the different system demands, and based on that to under-
stand the relationship between social workers and children, which requires
that we invoke the concepts of trust/distrust and confidence. This allows
us to shed light on the important role that trust plays in the enabling 
of children’s participation and citizenship when dealing with children’s
encounters with social workers in municipality-based social work. The
Luhmannian concept of trust can help to conceptualise the social worker
not solely as a representative of the social system (authoritative trust) or
as a co-player with the child (personal trust). Instead, we can begin to see
the social worker as a reflexive hybrid situated and navigating in between
these two positions.

Before unfolding Niklas Luhmann’s concept of trust, the chapter briefly
presents considerations about the ethics of rights and the ethics of care
in order to set the scene for how the Luhmannian concepts of trust,
distrust and confidence can offer a powerful perspective on the social
worker’s role within a specific social system. 

The ethics of care and the ethics of rights

Besides providing insight into the individual social workers’ under-
standing of their professional habitus, the quotations above suggest
that involving children is difficult within institutional conditions that
are not conducive to an inclusive participatory environment. This is
because systemic demands impose a different way of understanding
social work than that expressed in quotations 1–3. However, as the social
worker in quotation 4 points out, child-initiated involvement, equiva-
lent to the eighth rung in Hart’s Eight Rung Ladder of Participation (Hart,
1992), is possible and can be implemented in practice in social work.
As readers will recall, the eighth rung on Hart’s Ladder is characterised
by: ‘Youth initiated shared decisions with adults’ (Hart, 1992: 8). The
obvious question which this raises is: Why are the quotations from
social workers in municipality X and Y so different? The answer to this
question, while at first glance seemingly straightforward, is actually
extremely complex. We can shed some light on the issue by looking at
it through the lens of Luhmann’s concepts of trust, distrust and con-
fidence, as well as from perspectives from the ethics of care and the
ethics of rights. 

Most of the abovementioned perspectives on social work are, in various
ways, reflected in debates about the ethics of rights and care respectively
(Lee, 1999; Carey, 2003; Dickens, 2006). Although Orme (2002) has
demonstrated a logical connection between the ethics of rights and the
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ethics of care, the quotations in the opening lines suggest that there
are debates in social work today about whether the focus should 
primarily be on rights or care. Feminist critiques have highlighted the
problems of focusing exclusively on the ethics of rights in social work.
These critiques are based on a carefully thought out perspective on
social work that focuses on relationships instead of rights and rules,
and on concrete, bounded situations rather than informal, abstract
ones (Cockburn, 2005). Along similar lines, Meagher and Parton con-
sider the ethics of care as a means to reflect upon the character of
social work (political as well as institutional) with a view to concept-
ualising new relationship-based practices in the social sphere. This, in
turn, makes it possible to discuss social work practice as a principle-
based activity where institutional (or legal) practices are given primary
status and where it is the competence of the individual social worker
that constitutes the quality of the social work (Meagher & Parton,
2004). Despite substantial (and justified) critiques by ethics of rights
advocates warning against solely focusing on feminist aspects of care,
the feminist ethics of care nonetheless seems to offer powerful tools to
rethink the relationship between social workers and users (the specific
children at risk) and to understand institutional demands both from a
theoretical and a practical perspective. While the critiques that solely
focus on rights or on care illustrate the complexity of the social work,
the two approaches are not theoretically equipped to adequately
explain the individual social worker’s situated perspective – especially
not in terms of trust. Therefore, it is relevant to relate Luhmann’s con-
cepts of trust, distrust and confidence to the dynamics that play out
between the social worker and the child at risk and thereby situating
trust in the context of the ethics of care and ethics of rights discussion. 

The Luhmannian concepts of trust, distrust and confidence

Although trust is far from a new concept, few sociologists have worked
extensively with the concept (Lewis & Weigert, 1985; Luhmann, 1988;
Misztal, 1996; Misztal, 2001). As Luhmann points out, trust relations
must be empirically investigated and documented instead of remaining
as theoretical abstractions (Luhmann, 2005). Related to this, one of the
main challenges in conceptualising trust is how to differentiate it from
confidence. Luhmann himself first fully conceptualised the difference
in Familiarity, Confidence, Trust: Problems and Alternatives (1988); his
earlier work from 1968 (2005) does not distinguish clearly between
trust and confidence. The key differences of the two will be elaborated
later in the chapter, but for now it will be sufficient to mention the 
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differences in risk assessment, expectations towards other people and
complexity as constitutive differences between trust and confidence.

Like Luhmann, Misztal (1996) finds that the key difference between
trust and confidence should be understood in terms of expectations of
another person’s actions and, by extension, how complex the inter-
personal relationship is considered to be by the person who is in a
position to choose to trust or distrust. Where confidence relates to rela-
tively certain expectations about another person’s actions (for instance
confidence that a plumber will repair your blocked drain), trust involves
personal risk and is thereby a more ‘[…] difficult task of assessment of
other people’s capacities for the action’ (Misztal, 1996: 16). This implies
that trust enters into the equation when the other is unknowable; ‘[…]
when behaviour cannot be imputed or predicted, because either a) there
is no system within which sanctions can be imposed or b) there is no
underlying sense of or terms of familiarity or sameness that would
allow such prediction’ (Seligman, 1998: 393). Without neglecting the
social and systemic implications of trust, Seligman’s notion b) has impor-
tant implications for the social worker/child at risk relationship. These
have to do with the child’s initial contact with the social system, the
nature of his or her involvement with the system and the way in which
prior trust and distrustful relations shape the possibilities for future 
trustful relations with the system. In order to understand trust/distrust 
relations in social work with children at risk, and in seeking a concept-
ualisation of trust that is sensitive to context and situation and thereby
also attentive to the empirical matter under investigation, I take my 
point of departure in Luhmann’s notion of trust as a means to reduce
complexity: 

Trust, in the broadest sense of confidence in one’s expectations, is a
basic fact of social life. In many situations, of course, man can choose
in certain respects whether or not to bestow trust. But a complete
absence of trust would prevent him from getting up in the morning.
He would be prey to a vague sense of dread, to paralysing fears. He
would not even be capable of formulating definite distrust and making
that a basis for precautionary measures, since this would presuppose
trust in other directions. Anything and everything would be possible.
Such abrupt confrontation with the complexity of the world at its
most extreme is beyond human endurance.2

(Luhmann, 1979: 4)

These are the opening lines of Luhmann’s book on trust (2005). It is
quite a strong statement that without trust you are not able to get out
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of bed in the morning – and in more general terms, to claim that human
action is not possible without this existential ‘leap’ of trust. 

First of all, Luhmann’s point of departure is systems theory, inspired
by Parsons, in which trust is viewed in terms of its function. This start-
ing point is the reason why Luhmann can theorise about trust/distrust
in a normatively neutral way.3 Luhmann is not interested in whether
trust is better than distrust. For Luhmann, trust and distrust are func-
tionally equivalent tools in the struggle to reduce complexity, however,
trust is more desirable than distrust in psychological terms as trust reduces
complexity more cost efficiently than distrust (Luhmann, 2005). 

Time and risk and how they relate to trust

For Luhmann, trust comprises both structure and process and he develops
the concept against a systems theory background that focuses on system
environment differentiation. This perspective forces one to look closer at
two different ways of defining time. Time can be seen either as incident
or as preservation. At first glance, this distinction may appear irrelevant 
to this article, but in fact it is crucial in understanding how people assess
risk and hence how they decide whether to trust or distrust. The follow-
ing discussion of the concept of time will be followed by a closer consid-
eration of its implications for social work.

Luhmann argues that things can be understood either as incidents 
or preservations. An incident is fixed at a certain point in time and is
independent of the way in which it is understood at that time. Incidents
are conceptualised as things that slither forward on the timescale, contin-
ually turning particular points in the present time into the past. Incidents
are therefore independent of whether one recognises them as past,
present or future. However, these notions of time are needed in order to
understand the nature of the specific incident and to make it ‘real’ in the
present. Preservation, for its part, concerns something that lasts regardless
of the passage of time, but which can only be grasped in the present
(Luhmann, 2005). Neither conceptualisation is adequate in itself – they
complement each other. This rather abstract definition of time is relevant
to trust, as trust is closely connected to uncertainty about the future and
is thereby connected to potential risk. The problem of trust is that the
future holds a lot more potential than can be realised in the present. Not
all potential futures can become present and, because of this com-
plex uncertainty about the future, it is necessary to reduce complexity in
order to be able to take action. This is not an easy task, since the spectrum
of future possibilities surpasses the individual’s capability of calculating
‘everything’. Put another way: the present future is open, complex and
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intangible. You can imagine a range of possible futures, but you can
never be sure what the outcome of the future will be. As the present
moves forward into the future, it produces new presents through various
selections, but at the same time it produces new possibilities for the
future (Luhmann, 2005). Seen from this perspective, the notion of trust as
a contingency guarantee is very appealing. It strengthens preservation 
at the expense of incidents and thereby increases the threshold for ambi-
guity. However, this does not tell us much about the nature of trust, its
complexity or how it relates to risk assessment. In the following, I there-
fore also address the difference between confidence and trust, as expounded
by Luhmann.

Trust – confidence and agency

First and foremost, Luhmann differentiates between personal trust and
system trust. This chapter focuses primarily on a hybrid of the two 
– trust in representatives of a system and personal trust. This hybrid
form may be found in intersubjective encounters that require face-
to-face interaction in the sense that one subject is compelled to recog-
nise another subject and thereby relate to a possibly different inter-
pretation of a given situation. This approach does not favour the
psychological dimension of trust over the social and systemic dimen-
sions of trust. Rather, the three aspects are given equal importance.
Confidentiality is the basis for trust and distrust in that it facilitates 
relatively certain expectations and thus to some extent absorbs poten-
tial risk, hence it offers a certain amount of order.4 As Luhmann puts
it, ‘Confidence is the structure of existence, not the structure of action’
(Luhmann, 2005: 53). Whereas confidence is related to the past – and
to a certain degree to the present – trust is oriented towards the future.
But trust is also related to confidence because one cannot exhibit trust
without some sort of pre-experience of similar incidents (Jalava, 2003).
The past consists of an already reduced complexity given that there is
no longer an alternative. Hindsight is confidential; it does not change
and is thereby ‘over’. This is not to say that a certain incident is fixed
in time and has one universal interpretation which cannot be changed.
Confidence points towards possible contingencies – not guarantees,
only possible outcomes. This does not mean that trust is a causal func-
tion of the past (consisting of potentially positive as well as negative
trust experiences), but rather that confidence is the basis for trust 
or distrust. In the case of the child at risk, historical confidence in 
the system is not likely to be a factor, given that contact to the social 
services may be absent or prior contact may have been distrustful or
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troublesome. In this sense, confidence is about what can be taken for
granted in a particular situation. The leap into trust is, according to Luh-
mann, related to actions in which critical alternatives exist (Luhmann,
2005). These actions are defined by the ‘amount of damage’ connected to
a breach of trust. If the potential amount of damage created by a breach 
is greater than the potential advantage of showing trust; then trust is
involved (Deutsch, 1958; Luhmann, 1988, 2005). I have added the term
potential since – as I mentioned earlier – complete knowledge is not an
option. Knowledge is more a blend of knowing and not knowing. By the
same token, the distinction between confidence and trust depends on the
individual’s perception of the situation and the potential risk (Luhmann,
1988; Möllering, 2001).

It should now be clear that Luhmann’s trust/distrust distinction is
fundamental. In every social relationship, the issue of trust is present.
It can be dominant or implicit, but it functions as a mediator between
subjects and their expectations about each other’s actions. Rather
crudely, one might say that a person is trustworthy when he or she
stands by the things (especially actions/gestures/reactions) she or he
says and does, consciously or unconsciously. Trust is therefore also
about self-representation in the sense that it is based both on an assess-
ment of others’ trustworthiness and the extent to which they display
trustworthy actions (Luhmann, 2005). While important, my emphasis
on trustworthy behaviour should not be interpreted to mean that trust
is only a matter of the psychological system, indeed in my view the
psychological aspects of trust should not be overemphasised. In Luh-
mannian terms, trustworthiness can be regarded as a problem of acting
in a way that functionally favours the social system or, in strictly
system-terms, communicating in a way that underpins the autopoiesis
of the system. Seen from this perspective, trust and trustworthiness
capture both structural/institutional as well as personal aspects of trust.
The specific characteristics of these two types of trust must be exam-
ined more closely with a view to deploying them in analyses of the
relationship between social workers and children at risk. 

Personal trust and trust in system authorities

The operative notion in the above discussion is the term trustworthiness.
This is clearly a very subjective notion.5 Yet at the same time, inter-
action between two subjects is rife with symbolic actions, spontaneity
and intentions. Luhmann talks about motivation structures (Luhmann,
2005), which consist of the intentions or motives in which one engages
in relationships with other people. One can try to increase one’s trust-
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worthiness through various self-representation strategies. However,
such self-representation should not be regarded as entirely synonymous
with Erving Goffman’s considerations about ‘passing’ and other stra-
tegies for not standing out as non-normal (Goffman, 1983), though many
similarities can be found in both authors’ concepts of self-representation.
What primarily concerns Luhmann in Goffman’s work is the latter’s
attention to individual, microsociological strategies. Although Luhmann
is inspired by these strategies, he also emphasises the structural pres-
sures that frame individual expectations of person-to-person relations
(for instance media coverage of the social work system and the legit-
imacy of the system). The strategic element is essential to Luhmann’s
understanding of personal trust and it contains a notion of process.
Luhmann is rather unclear about this: he refers to the so-called ‘small
steps principle’, a type of learning process which eases the social con-
ditions on which trust relations are founded. These small steps may
take the form of ‘probes’ used to test the other’s trustworthiness. In
some cases, these tests, though seemingly risky, actually do not imply
any risk for the person doing the testing.

One last characteristic of personal trust should be mentioned. Although
trust requires an initiative from the person who displays trust, personal
trust is essentially a mutual action. Trust cannot be forced, it must be
bestowed based on prior gestures the person shown trust must act upon
(Luhmann, 2005). For the person showing trust, these prior gestures con-
stitute a form of vulnerability that initiates the trust relationship. How-
ever, this does not fully apply to the situation at hand; the relationship
between social workers and children at risk. This relationship is not 
necessarily initiated voluntarily. It is somewhat more asymmetrical than
personal trust (although this can also be asymmetrical). This is because
the social worker is a representative of an abstract and complex system
and the child at risk is potentially compelled to engage in the relationship
on an involuntary basis. However, although the relationship might be
initiated involuntarily, the decision to trust or distrust may be more 
voluntary. For instance, the child may be distrustful towards the social
system in general, but still exhibit trust in the specific social worker in
charge of his or her case. 

The positioned social worker

So what is the trust relationship between social worker and child at risk
really about? Complexity in the world is growing and an increasing
amount of selection is required in order to make sense of it. Selection is
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facilitated through differentiated social systems (Luhmann, 2000). 
As chains of selection become increasingly complex, motivation struc-
tures and patterns also proliferate, widening the gap between the indi-
vidual and the social system (Luhmann, 2005). In this increasing
complexity, with ever-more differentiated selection systems which 
in turn produce their own rationalities, how can individuals trust the
various social workers’ communications, actions and ability to reduce
complexity? In order to answer this question, we must first address the
situated and positioned nature of the social worker’s work. First, it seems
reasonable to consider the social worker as an authority who represents
complexity and a systematised body of knowledge which cannot be
made completely explicit. 

The social worker is an exponent for a complex, systematised body
of knowledge which he or she has to follow, at least to some extent
(the legal framework), although a certain amount of flexibility is poss-
ible, since the precise measures taken in each case must be adjusted 
to the individual child at risk. In investigating how the flexibility 
inherent in social work is intertwined with the more rigid institutional
and legal guidelines for social work, we are dealing with what Luhmann
calls ‘internal system trust alertness’ (Luhmann, 2005: 135–7). This
makes the trust relationship more complex and transforms trust into a
kind of tactic. As mentioned in the introduction, Smith (2001) empha-
sises trust as the key to making social work work. This depends on how
one views social work. Social work is a mixture of two different ways of
conceptualising system trust. In the first, the system yields trust; in the
second, trust is required in order for the system to function. Thus, the
dynamics between social worker and child at risk are asymmetrical in
the sense that the social worker has the power to make decisions about
the child’s life. Therefore in order to be able to function properly, the
social worker as a representative of the system must earn the right to
be trusted. This renders the former view on system trust (system yields
trust) inadequate, since it considers matters of self-representation irrel-
evant, whereas we know that in relationships between social workers
and children at risk self-representation motives are highly relevant. In
this perspective, system trust in the form of an authority blends
together with personal trust, producing a reflexive hybrid of the two.

In this perspective, trust cannot be viewed solely either as a phenom-
enon at the psychological level or at the institutional (systemic) level
(Lewis & Weigert, 1985). It should be considered as mediating both
perspectives and adding a third: the actual actions/gestures of the
social worker. Put another way, the social worker is positioned between
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the ethics of rights and the ethics of care in which his or her relation-
ship with the child must be mediated through trust and trustworthi-
ness based on agency. A theoretical refinement of the concept of trust
must resolve this difference in levels of analysis. 

[…] Only trust in the capacity for self-presentation to be reflected
contains a guarantee for suitable continuity of behaviour under
difficult, changing conditions. Only this form of trust regards the
other person’s characteristics. Only this form of trust regards the
other person truly as free – and not merely as a being with certain
constant characteristics. Only this form of trust can make itself 
conscious of the function of trust, the function of the reduction 
of complexity in the face of freedom of the other person, and in 
this knowledge find an orientation. And conversely, a functional
theory of trust such as is here being attempted is only meaningful 
if, and insofar as, a social order is in a position to make trust in
reflected presentations psychologically possible and, in social terms,
to institutionalize it.

(Luhmann, 1979: 62)

In other words, the core perspective in an analysis of trust in the rela-
tionship between social workers and children at risk, seen from the
social workers’ perspective, is one that enables an exploration of how
social workers talk about trust, how they regard trust, what they do 
in order to produce reflexive self-representations and whether and 
how the contextual institutional formal/informal frames hinder or facil-
itate such tactical behaviour. By doing this, we can address the above-
mentioned challenge of conceptualising the trust learning process and
the strength of trust/distrust relations. However, one last issue remains
to be discussed, namely the distinction between trust and distrust.

Trust and distrust

Luhmann differentiates between trust and distrust as functional equiv-
alents. They are not just each other’s opposite, and there is no norma-
tive distinction identifying one as better than the other. Both serve the
same purpose – to reduce complexity. However, choosing between the
two has different implications. Whereas choosing trust simplifies life
by accepting risk, choosing distrust implies suspicion and the anti-
cipation of various negative consequences. Distrust calls for strategic
defensive action and defines the other as an enemy rather than a col-
laborator (Luhmann, 2005). Psychologically speaking, it is therefore
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much harder to choose distrust than trust, since risk is still present
whichever one chooses. A person who distrusts must anticipate con-
sequences to a larger extent than a person who trusts another person
to carry out something risky. In order to define a situation in terms
that allow rational action and by the same token adequate self-
representation, various counterstrategies need to be implemented by
the person choosing distrust. Again, Goffman’s considerations about
proper action in specific situations offer powerful tools to explain 
role play in interactions between social workers and children at risk.6

One has trust when one assumes that the other’s behaviour can be 
positively incorporated into one’s own perspective and, by con-
trast, one chooses distrust when this is not the case (Luhmann, 
2005). 

Conclusion: The opening quotations revisited

As suggested in the chapter outline, it is possible to achieve children’s
participation on a level that resembles the eighth rung of Hart’s Ladder
of Participation, but such participation is potentially challenged by
institutional demands posed by the very system whose purpose it is 
to help the children. The social workers’ views cited earlier in the
chapter illustrate the municipality’s struggles to achieve external
system validity through various control mechanisms. For instance, the
girl in quotation 1 expresses the desire to be listened to because of her
prior experience of not being listened to: ‘Those who have something
to do with foster children should be better at listening to the children,
because they often have experiences from life that enable them to take
a great deal of responsibility for their own lives’ (Quotation 1). Con-
versely, quotations 2 and 3 reflect the dominant social work practice of
focusing on the dark side of the ethics of rights. They emphasise pro-
cedure and documentation and are thereby examples of how the system
goes about seeking external juridical legitimacy. But quotations 2 and 
3 also tell us that social workers’ perception of what constitutes social
work practice conflicts with the municipality’s efforts to achieve system 
internal and external validity. ‘But I do love my job, even though I’m
constantly being checked up on, I still love it – I think I can make a 
difference’ (Quotation 2) and ‘If new social worker students knew how
much time we spend on citizens [face-to-face relations] and documenta-
tion, writing, meetings etc. they would run away screaming – I know I
would’ (Quotation 3). The institutional struggles stem from the chal-
lenges involved in at once ensuring internal control of the social work,
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enforcing the child’s rights externally and reconciling both these activ-
ities with discourses of standardisation and homogeneity (the gener-
alised other).

As the girl in quotation 4 notes, although she has experienced various
efforts to help her, none of the people she has been in contact with
have listened to her. Her experience of the relationship is characterised
by over-ruling, patronising and ‘know it all’ attitudes and her frustra-
tion is clear in the quotation. Seen from a Luhmannian perspective,
the girl is situated within an immensely complex system which she has
no chance of comprehending and hence she puts her trust in the social
worker in order to relieve her frustration. The social worker effectively
reduces complexity in two ways. First of all, by establishing a trusting
relationship to the girl through her statement that ‘[…] If anyone
thinks they can decide over you, they’re wrong. You make the deci-
sions’ (Quotation 4). The social worker thus reinstates the girl in a
powerful position. Secondly, the social worker reduces complexity by
assuming the risk and responsibility herself: ‘[…] if you’re not sure
what to do, you come to me. If others have a problem with that then
they answer to me, not to you. I’m glad you called me so we can sort
this misunderstanding out’ (Quotation 4). By saying this, the social
worker positions herself in between the system and the girl, even
though she is in fact a representative of the system. By displaying
trustworthy behaviour (through spoken as well as symbolic ges-
tures), she steps out of her role as a system representative offering 
a specific package of care and takes up a new position as a co-player
with the girl, a quite different role from the other system repres-
entatives towards whom the girl feels little (or no) trust. She does 
this by insisting that other system representatives must answer to 
her, but also by displaying a trusting attitude towards the girl. In doing
this, the social worker points towards future actions and thereby
reshapes the girl’s past experiences, thereby also reducing future 
risk.

Through this brief analysis of a few illustrative quotations, we can
see how the Luhmannian concept of trust offers a nuanced approach
to the situated position of the social worker and simultaneously enables
a focus that is sensitive to the dynamics of the ethics of care and the
ethics of rights. I also demonstrate the importance of trust as a device
for enabling children’s participation in their own cases (both in the
sense of the right to participate actively in their own cases, but also 
in the sense of the right to be taken care of). By taking my point of
departure in the specific situated position of the social worker, and by
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combining the trust ethic of care and rights, it becomes possible to
reflect upon the character of social work, how it is conducted and how
the institutional framework hinders or facilitates trust relations
between the social worker and the specific child. This enables a critical
perspective on social work, social workers and the social worker-child
at risk relationship. This analytical perspective thus provides a founda-
tion for reflecting upon the institutional framing of social work and
upon how the practice and institutional framing of social work can be
adjusted towards a more trusting environment. However, in certain
respects the concept needs to be developed, nuanced and strengthened
– especially in the following two ways:

1) Luhmann is quite unclear about how trust as a learning process is
embedded in some kind of natural processes in early childhood
(Luhmann, 2005: 66). If the concept of trust is to be meaningfully
incorporated in an analysis of trust perceptions and the role played by
trust in the social worker-child at risk relationship, it is necessary to
take into account the potentially negative (or absent) trust learning
process experienced by the child. Here, the issue of asymmetrical
power relations also enters into play. This is not to say that every child
at risk has a priori experienced negative trust learning processes.
However, the mere possibility that the child may have experienced dis-
trust from a social worker makes it prudent to take into account. The
notion of potentially negative trust experiences should also include
considerations about the individual social worker’s potentially negative
trust experiences; hence the trust relationship is reciprocal. Here one
can find inspiration in Warming’s discussion of trust, recognition and
power (Warming, Chapter 1).

2) Although trust in a Luhmannian perspective encapsulates both
structure and process – and thereby the notion of time – the strength and
borders of trust/distrust relationships are almost absent in Luhmann’s
work on trust. One rather obvious reason for this is that what consti-
tutes trustworthy action is to some extent a subjective perception.
However, it is also because the concept of trust is not normative. Since
the social worker-child at risk relationship is not fixed in time or
reduced to a single meeting, we need to focus on the temporal dimen-
sion of trust (which could also be labelled as some kind of process
(Möllering, 2006)) and supplement this with a methodological trust-
distrust continuum which can be deployed in an analysis of social
workers’ perceptions of trust and distrust. 
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Notes

1 However, the first quotation comes from the text: ‘Har andre plejebørn det
som mig?’ (‘Do other foster children feel the same way I do?’) (Warming,
2005: 149).

2 As a consequence of Luhmann’s inattention to the difference between trust
and confidence at this stage of his career, what he is actually talking about in
the opening lines is confidence. However, for the moment the implications
of this conceptual confusion are minor. The distinction between trust and
confidence will be further developed later in the chapter.

3 However, this Parsons inspired approach makes my reading of Luhmann some-
what different than one might do when dealing with the late Luhmann. For
instance, I focus on communication, actions, agency and cognitive aspects of
trust. If I had used the ‘late’ Luhmann I would have focused on psychological
systems, social systems and the surrounding environment. Additionally I would
solely have concentrated my research on communication and how the com-
munications about children at risk constitute the autopoiesis of the social system.

4 For a differentiation between confidence, faith, hope, familiarity and symbolic
gestures see Luhmann (1988).

5 See for instance Baier (1986), Hardin (1996) or Mullin (2005) for nuanced
discussions of the subjective/normative aspects of trustworthiness.

6 See for instance Schwalbe’s (1993) notion of self-representation and agency,
based on a Goffmanian perspective.
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7
Trust and Facilitation in
Educational Interactions
Claudio Baraldi and Federico Farini

This chapter explores the building of trust in interactions within the edu-
cation system. Moving away from the distinction between confidence
and trust, which highlights their differentiated and complementary func-
tions in modern society, the analysis focuses on the controversial impor-
tance of expertise and interpersonal closeness in building trust in education
and in conditions of distrust. The chapter presents an empirical analysis
of videotaped interactions in the context of peace education activities
with international groups of adolescents, in order to examine the design
of facilitators’ actions that can promote a trusting commitment. In parti-
cular, the analysis highlights the cultural presuppositions which can
support adolescents’ trusting commitment in relationships with facil-
itators. The chapter offers both a theoretical contribution and examples
of practices of trust building in educational situations in which facilita-
tion of communication processes substitutes teaching of knowledge and
norms. 

The function of trust

In a sociological perspective, trust may be observed for its function in
society, which is a way of dealing with the disappointment of expecta-
tions (Giddens, 1990, 1991; Luhmann, 1968, 1988) in communication
systems (Luhmann, 1984).1 In the accomplishment of this function,
trust is different from confidence. Both confidence and trust accom-
plish this function when unfamiliar experiences arise, which imply
changes and therefore potential disappointment of expectations in
communication systems. In these situations, the function of confidence 
is to enable the unproblematic continuation of communication, taking
for granted that expectations will not be disappointed; confidence



means taking for granted that, for instance, today I will not be fired from
my workplace or I will not be abandoned by my beloved spouse. On the
contrary, the function of trust is to deal with the risk of disappointment
of expectations. 

In today’s society, all social actions, such as political decisions, invest-
ments, funding and efforts of scientific research, choices of schools and
universities, marriages, are observed as risky (Giddens, 1990; Luhmann,
1991), and can disappoint established expectations. Trust deals with this
risk of disappointment as a consequence of actions engaged in social rela-
tionships. It implies the decision of engaging in social relationships that
could be disappointing; it implies the choice of risky alternatives, the
choice of ‘one action in preference to others in spite of the possibility 
of being disappointed by the action of others’ (Luhmann, 1988: 97). Con-
fidence turns into trust when alternatives to an established social rela-
tionship become evident: for example, confidence in a lifelong marriage
turns into trust in a contingent affective relationship with the partner
(Giddens, 1992).2

The structure of modern society (Luhmann, 1997) requires both con-
fidence as a prerequisite for participation in communication and trust
as a condition for specific opportunities of action. Confidence makes
opportunities for participation available and trust mobilises specific
engagement, ‘extending the range and degree of participation’ (Luhmann,
1988: 99; see also Pinkney, Chapter 5). Confidence is a prerequisite for
the reproduction of the most important social systems in society, such
as the economy, politics, law, science, education, families and medi-
cine, while trust assures the reproduction of the specific social relation-
ships that are included in these systems. On the one hand, those who
participate in communication inside these systems must be confident
in the reproduction of the economy, politics, law, science, education,
families and medicine; the reproduction of these social systems main-
tains the structure of society and the hypothesis of its failure is not
considered. From this perspective, social participation is an unavoid-
able necessity. On the other hand, participants must trust specific 
activities, in specific communication processes with specific partners,
such as classroom interactions in education, business meetings in the
economic field, negotiations between parties in politics and doctor-
patient interactions in healthcare settings.3

In a social system, confidence is not menaced by lack of trust in
specific interactions. However, lack of trust in these activities can affect
confidence in the system, as withdrawal from specific activities and
social relationships reduces the range of possible actions and therefore
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participation. While individuals cannot retreat from participating in
communication in the system, lack of trust can reduce confidence 
in its effectiveness, thus eventually jeopardising the function of the
specific system in society and consequently its reproduction. Lack 
of trust means lack of alternatives, which creates alienation, prevents
commitment and leaves the floor to disappointment of expectations.
Social systems generate conditions of risk and corresponding necessities
of trust; therefore, confidence becomes dependent on trust, just as 
trust is dependent on confidence. Without trust social systems ‘cannot
stimulate supportive activities in situations of uncertainty and risk’
(Luhmann, 1988: 103). Only encouragement of risk of trust can avoid
risks for the reproduction of confidence.

Necessity of trust regards specific interactions among specific part-
ners, who can affect the reproduction of social systems, especially
those where interactions are of the greatest importance, such as 
families, education or medicine. Encouraging risk of trust provides
opportunities for participants’ trusting commitment in these inter-
actions. Therefore, for maintaining confidence in the social systems,
trusting commitment in specific interactions with parents, teachers or
doctors is vital for the reproduction of families, education and medi-
cine. Building trust means creating effective conditions for trusting
commitment, it does not mean reduction or elimination of risky alter-
natives of action and engagement, which would transform trust into
confidence. This would be a paradoxical process in that building trust
would turn out to be elimination of trust. Building conditions of trust-
ing commitment means promoting the production of risky alternatives
of action in social systems. 

Building trust in education

The distinction between confidence and trust is useful to understand
children’s commitment in the interaction with adults, in particular in
institutional interactions that are included in social systems such as
education. 

Children’s commitment seems to be exclusively or primarily con-
nected with their confidence in adults’ expert guidance. Children must
be confident in school education because they cannot avoid participat-
ing in it: withdrawal is impossible in its first mandatory phase and is
strongly discouraged in the following phases, which are considered
fundamental for individual career prospects in society. Confidence in
education should support acceptance of teaching, requests of learning

134 Trust and Facilitation in Educational Interactions



and evaluation (Mehan, 1979; Parsons, 1959; Walsh, 2011). The expec-
tations concerning teachers and students as roles are established in the
education system, and the disappointment of these expectations dis-
ables the function of education. Dropping out is normatively treated as
a consequence of institutional processes (evaluation of learning) rather
than of distrust.

Childhood studies (Hengst & Zeiher, 2005; James et al., 1998; Jenks,
1996) challenge this representation of the relationship between children
and adults. According to these studies, children cannot be considered
passive recipients of adults’ information and command; on the contrary,
they are social agents who actively participate in the construction of
social systems (Baraldi & Iervese, 2012). This approach enables meaning-
ful connections to the concept of trust (Warming, Chapter 1). In parti-
cular, we can state that children take the same risks of action as adults
and social attention moves towards children’s trusting commitment along-
side the necessity of building trust in their relationships with adults. 

In fact, education involves children’s confidence as well as children’s
trust. Children can distrust specific educational activities that involve
certain partners, particularly, although not only, teachers. Distrust in
interactions with specific teachers can determine children’s marginal-
isation or self-marginalisation in the education system, including ‘slant-
wise actions’ (Pantea, Chapter 8), with possible drop-out and consequent
reduction of effectiveness of education in society. If children do not 
risk trust in educational activities, their marginalisation can reduce the
alternatives of action in the education system. Consequently, the lowered 
risk of trust activates a vicious circle: it implies loosing opportunities of
children’s action, reducing their preparation to risk trust, and activating
anxiety and suspicion for educators’ actions.

During the last two decades there has been a growing perception that
children’s distrust can involve and undermine the educational system, if
not the whole society (Goleman, 1995). In this situation, reflection on
education has elaborated new strategies of building trust. According to
Giddens (1990, 1991), modern societies have two options for building
trust. 

Firstly, trust can be built through expertise, which guarantees basic
presuppositions of action and relationships. This way of building trust,
however, is considered weak in motivating commitment and can easily
fail when expertise proves ineffective in facing risks (for example envi-
ronmental, medical, political and economic risks). Secondly, trust can
be achieved through interpersonal affective relationships, which mobilise
it through a process of mutual disclosure. In this second case, trusting

Claudio Baraldi and Federico Farini 135



commitment concerns the relationship in itself, a pure relationship
(Giddens, 1991), and trust results in a demand for intimacy. Inter-
personal affective relationships seem to be much more motivating than
expertise (see also Ule, Chapter 9). However, in many social systems
actions can only be based on expertise; for example, trust in scientific
or medical expertise seems to be unavoidable. 

Within the educational system, trust is primarily based on teachers’
expertise: teachers are held to be the experts who must be trusted for their
knowledge and competence. The typical Initiation, Reply, Evaluation
(IRE) sequence in teacher-students interactions (Mehan, 1979) presup-
poses the teacher’s expertise in Initiating and, above all, Evaluating 
students’ Replies. The reproduction of the interaction is assured through
students’ trust in teachers’ expertise as initiators and evaluators. However,
critical pedagogy and childhood studies have questioned the effective-
ness of teachers’ expertise in promoting students’ trusting commitment.
According to childhood studies, in education, children’s opportunities 
of participation are strongly reduced ‘by curricular and behavioural rules
and structures’ (Wyness, 1999: 356), and the education system is not
interested in children’s agency (James & James, 2004), that is it shows 
distrust in children’s agency.4 Therefore, the educators’ expertise is often
ineffective in motivating children to engage in the activities proposed.
Students’ replies are considered passive alignments that do not demon-
strate students’ trusting commitment, which can only be demonstrated
through expressions of agency.

The success of person-centred approaches in critical pedagogy demon-
strates this change of perspective in education. Rogers (1951) suggests
that teachers should risk interpersonal affective relationships with stu-
dents, listening to their personal expressions and supporting them
empathically. In other words, teachers should understand that children
are social agents who can and must tackle important issues: acknowledg-
ing and addressing the complexity of their feelings in order to ‘recognise’
them (Pantea, Chapter 8). These ideas have inspired the development of
important pedagogical movements (Goleman, 1995) and theories (Hicks,
1996; Mercer & Littleton, 2007). In this perspective, adults’ facilitation is
the most effective way of promoting children’s agency (Hill et al., 2004).
Facilitation means supporting children’s self-expression, taking their views
into account, consulting them, involving them in decision-making pro-
cesses, sharing power and responsibility for decision-making with them
(Matthews, 2003; Shier, 2001). Children can only trust facilitators who
‘dance’ with them (Holdsworth, 2005: 150), those who show sensitivity
towards their personal expressions. Therefore, children’s trusting commit-
ment requires affective conditions. 
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Against this backdrop, interpersonal affective relationships seem to
guarantee children’s trusting commitment. However, trusting commit-
ment in interpersonal affective relationships can fail and leave the floor
to strong disappointment and great difficulties (see Grosse & Warming,
Chapter 3; Turton, Chapter 4). Affective relationships cannot eliminate
risky alternatives. Children’s trusting commitment should not be expected
to coincide with adults’ expectations, even if these are affective, and ‘adult
society must accept that there will be complexities when children express
views that do not coincide with those of adults’ (Holland & O’Neill, 2006:
96). 

Building working trust in case of confidence in distrust

Kelman (2005) highlights the problems in building trust under con-
ditions of affective facilitation. He analyses facilitated interactions in
workshops that involve Israeli and Palestinian representatives trying 
to reach peaceful agreements (Kelman, 2005). These group interactions 
are different from those involving students in classrooms; their analysis,
however, leads to some insightful suggestions about facilitation of trust-
ing commitment in cases of confidence in distrust. 

According to Luhmann (1968, 1984), while trust enlarges the range
of possible actions in a social system, distrust restricts this range, mean-
ing that it requires additional premises for social relationships that
protect participants from a disappointment considered highly probable
(see also Christensen, Chapter 6). When distrust is established, trust
building appears very difficult. Kelman analyses the difficulty of build-
ing trust when mutual distrust is the basis of the interaction. In these
cases, the interaction is permeated by confidence in distrust; further-
more the unavoidable interdependencies between the parties prevent
them from withdrawing from interaction.

Confidence in distrust is not compatible with the reproduction of
social systems; it can be considered an extreme condition of conflict.
In this condition, a peace process ‘becomes possible when the parties
conclude that it is in their own best interest to negotiate an end to the
conflict – in effect, to enter into an exchange relationship’ (Kelman,
2005: 641). However confidence in distrust creates an entrapping dilemma:
‘The parties cannot enter a peace process without some degree of mutual
trust, but they cannot build trust without entering a peace process’ (Ibid.).
Trust can be built through successive approximations of increasing degrees
of commitment, starting from the building of a feeble trust that does not
commit participants to anything relevant. Therefore, trust does not pre-
suppose sympathy, friendship or interpersonal closeness. It can be built
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only on self-interest, enhancing mutually acceptable accommodation
and the joint solution of specific problems, thus becoming working trust.
Self-interest is contrasted with interest in the other, which is the basis
of interpersonal affective relationships. Working trust and inter-
personal relationships (self-interest and interest in the other) can merge,
but only at a later stage of the interaction. Interpersonal closeness is
not the basis of trusting commitment and may only be created after
working trust has been built.

Kelman agrees that trust can be built through facilitation. Facilitation,
however, regards interactive problem-solving activities and means that 
a third party (the facilitator) has the task ‘to create the conditions that
allow ideas for resolving the conflict to emerge out of the interactions
between the parties themselves’ (Kelman, 2005: 642). Facilitators set rules
for the discussion and monitor their respect, helping participants to
create constructive and non-adversarial debates. They do not participate
in the actual discussion, do not offer their own perspectives or solutions,
nor evaluate the parties’ ideas. Facilitators must be the repository of trust,
‘bridging the gap of mutual distrust that divides the parties and enabling
them to enter into a process of direct communication’ (Kelman, 2005:
645). Ultimately, facilitation establishes the preconditions for mutual
trust that is mutual reassurance, based on acknowledgement of parti-
cipants’ needs and fears and on responsiveness to them. Both parties must
show trusting commitment in the interaction with the facilitator, who
can be considered trustworthy because he or she shows commitment to
his or her role, and in this way acts in favour of the reproduction of the
social system (see Christensen, Chapter 6).

In the next few sections we will analyse building trust in international
groups of adolescents dealing with peace education. The analysis aims to
understand if, and in which ways, facilitation is effective in enabling ado-
lescents to communicate, creating conditions of working trust, mutual
reassurance, mutual recognition of needs and trustworthiness of facilit-
ators. In particular, it focuses on the relationship between working trust
and interpersonal closeness in the specific educational situations exam-
ined. These are not extremely conflictive; however they involve activities
in which: 1) conditions of interaction are unfamiliar (see also Christen-
sen, Chapter 6); 2) adolescents come from different cultural traditions
that are not shared and are sometimes conflicting; 3) trust building can-
not be based on previous interpersonal contacts. In this situation, facilit-
ators are assigned the task of creating working trust during the activities
and trustworthiness is based on actions that can promote trust building
in communication both among adolescents and with adolescents.
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Observing trust building in adult-children interactions

Our analysis aims to understand the strategies of building trust through
facilitation in adult-adolescents group activities that are defined as educa-
tional. More specifically, we aim to explore the ways in which facilitators’
actions create the conditions of adolescents’ trusting commitment and to
enhance a reflection on the relationship between education, facilitation
and building trust.

The analysis regards two international summer camps promoted 
by the School of Peace of Monte Sole, established in the Province of
Bologna, Italy, in the place where in 1944 a Nazi assault killed almost
800 children, women and old people. Each camp was attended by four
delegations of ten adolescents coming from different countries, two of
which were always Italy and Germany, to symbolise peaceful resolution
of extreme conflict. The camps aim to promote adolescents’ learning
through interpersonal relationships, fostering their ability in conflict 
resolution, their interest in peaceful relationships and their respect for 
different perspectives, while reducing their prejudices and stereotypes.
English is normally used as a lingua franca during the activities. 

The activities are not part of a school programme which can satisfy
adolescents’ self-interest enhancing their individual careers. Adolescents’
voluntary participation is based on personal motivation. However, volun-
tary participation does not assure the success of peace education, because
the nature and details of peaceful relationships are unknown to the par-
ticipants and are created only in group interactions. Participants do not
share ideas, values or principles but at least some of them share the 
perspective of unavoidable differences and conflicts. Since self-interest is
not a precondition and peace is far from being a common practice in ado-
lescents’ social environment, the risk of distrust cannot be avoided and
trust must be built in the interaction. Under these conditions, facilitation
is considered primarily important in promoting adolescents’ trusting
commitment, enabling their participation in communication and assur-
ing their mutual reassurance and responsiveness. By increasing the poss-
ibilities of adolescents’ active participation or agency and by reducing
their anxiety and suspicion for interlocutors, facilitation can prepare 
adolescents to risk trust.

In the next section, trust building will be analysed in specific inter-
actions that involve facilitators and adolescents. In analysing these inter-
actions we will follow the basic methodology of Conversation Analysis
(Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998), which consists in working on naturally
occurring interactions and more specifically on the contribution of single
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turns or actions to the ongoing sequence, with reference to the context
(Drew & Heritage, 1992). Actions are considered context shaped as well 
as context renewing; every current action contributes to the context-
ual framework in terms of which next action(s) it projects. Following
Gumperz (1992), context implies cultural presuppositions, which are pat-
terns of expectations created in social systems, such as the education
system, working as premises of communication processes (Luhmann,
1984, 1997) by enabling the selection of ways of organising specific 
interactions. 

This analysis conducted here concerns: 1) the design of turns (actions)
produced in the interaction, in particular facilitators’ turns; 2) the organ-
isation of the sequences in which facilitators’ and adolescents’ turns are
intertwined; 3) the cultural presuppositions of turn design and sequence
organisation. Cultural presuppositions are particularly important, in that
they establish the meanings of turn design and organisation of sequences,
defining expectations that concern guiding values or coding (Luhmann,
1984); positioning (Harré & van Langenhove, 1999) of participants’ actions
as role performances and/or personal expressions; and type of results
deriving from the interaction (cognitive, normative, affective). In this
way, cultural presuppositions define the meaning of trust building; there-
fore we analyse trust building not only looking at turn design and organ-
isational sequences, but also identifying its cultural presuppositions. Our
analysis highlights the linguistic cues for these cultural presuppositions 
as shown in specific turns and in the organisation of sequences of turns
in the interaction.

In particular, the analysis focuses on two kinds of sequences: 1) facil-
itators’ risky actions, which open alternatives in the interaction, down-
grading facilitators’ authority and upgrading adolescents’ authority
through active participation (Farini, 2009; Heritage & Raymond, 2005);
2) adolescents’ risky actions, which demonstrate choices among alter-
natives, agency and authority. In this analysis, we observe trust as based
on a communicative process, constructing participants as trustworthy.
This process requires that one party displays trust, inviting the other
party’s co-authorship, and the other party displays commitment in co-
authoring the process (Warming, Chapter 1). This analysis highlights 
the degree of mutual accommodation, joint solution of problems, inter-
personal closeness, reassurance, responsiveness to needs as well as the
trustworthiness of facilitators. 

The interactions were videotaped and transcribed, enabling the researcher
to view and analyse them in detail and repeatedly. The analysis is based
on recordings collected in two camps, each of them lasting two weeks.
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These camps involved delegations of adolescents from Italy and Germany
(both camps), Serbian and Albanian Kosovo (first camp), France and Poland
(second camp). During these camps, daily group activities involving 
adolescents were recorded, for a total of 52 hours. 

Group activities concerned the interpretation of the meaning of
objects, facts and events related to peace, by means of the workshop
materials, visits, games and discussions. This kind of activity requires the
building of working trust to deal with problems arising from different
interpretations and to promote mutual accommodation and mutual
responsiveness. Our analysis moves from the design of facilitators’ turns
that proved to be effective in building trust, demonstrating their trust-
worthiness, opening alternative directions in the interaction and upgrad-
ing adolescents’ authority in expressing interpretations. The turns analysed
are: 1) promotional questions, which open alternatives for adolescents’
actions, demonstrating facilitators’ trust in their agency and active parti-
cipation; 2) feedback questions, which verify and explore the understand-
ing of adolescents’ interpretations, thus demonstrating attentiveness to
their needs; 3) formulations, which both demonstrate responsiveness to
adolescents’ needs and open alternative possibilities for adolescents’
actions. These kind of turns promoted adolescents’ trusting commitment,
enhancing their mutual accommodation.

Promoting trusting commitment in peace

In this section, we will analyse three excerpts from group interactions in
which interpretation of meanings related to peace (negative behaviours,
separation/connection among human beings, human rights) were dis-
cussed and which required the building of working trust and facilitators’
trustworthiness. These three excerpts should not be considered com-
pletely representative of the tendencies in the camps where we observed
situations in which facilitation did not work successfully in building trust.
However, the chosen excerpts reflect our interest in highlighting success-
ful facilitation in trust building.

Excerpt 1 (first camp) is taken from a discussion following a guided
tour to the location of the 1944 slaughter. The discussion is about the
Nazi behaviour, which is compared to behaviours in contemporary
conflicts and involves adolescents from Kosovo. In turn 1, Erica init-
iates the interaction formulating two questions which had been raised
by Marcin and Victor during the guided tour. Formulation identifies
the gist of the previous turn (Heritage, 1985) and is important in build-
ing trust as it both demonstrates responsiveness to the interlocutors’
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perspective and sustains its further development (Baraldi, 2009; Baraldi
& Gavioli, 2007). The formulation in turn 1 opens with an acknow-
ledgement of the previous turns (‘ok’) and a discourse marker (‘so’), which
stresses that the current turn is developing the previous one (Hutchby,
2007). These two lexical elements indicate responsiveness to the adoles-
cents’ agency; the core of Erica’s formulation shows responsiveness
because it takes the adolescents’ agency seriously and enables its con-
tinuation. Erica concludes her turn with a promotional question, which
projects possible alternative interpretations and an upgrading of the 
adolescents’ authority, while downgrading her own. 

Through his response, Victor upgrades his authority, thus contradict-
ing Erica’s formulation. In doing this, however, he proposes an explana-
tion of the Nazi behaviour which seems to legitimise it (turns 2 and 4),
although his difficulties in speaking English hamper a clear understand-
ing of his interpretation. At this point, in an educational perspective, the
facilitators could evaluate Victor’s action as cognitively incorrect or 
normatively unacceptable. On the contrary, in this situation facilitators
risk trust supporting Victor’s agency. After Boris’ linguistic help has sup-
ported Victor’s self-expression (turn 3), in turn 5, Erica’s new ‘so-prefaced’
promotional question stresses the relevance of Victor’s turn in the inter-
action. Not surprisingly, in this environment Marcin can risk trust in her
action, by self-selecting as next speaker and expressing her interpret-
ation, without being explicitly invited by the facilitators to do so (turn 6).
Victor reacts to Marcin’s interpretation promoting its continuation (turn
7), without waiting for the facilitators’ appreciation of its relevance 
to the interaction. Responding to Victor’s acknowledgement of her
authority, Marcin accounts for the behaviour of Nazi soldiers, leaving
aside any moral judgement, although in a different and contrasting way 
(turn 9).

Excerpt 1 

1. Erica (F): ok, so let’s continue, just to summarise, we have two things
on the table, one the problem Marcin suggested, I describe
you the situation in Fallujah, from a military point of view,
it was almost the same as in Monte Sole, but Marcin asked,
it’s different? Partisans here, what else over there, terrorists
or civil population or army, what’s there, ok let me sum-
marise a bit and then, the other question on the table is
Victor question: how was possible that Nazi troops came
here killing all these people, looking for partisans and
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because they weren’t able to catch them they came back
to the villages and killed all the civil population. It’s like
this?

2. Victor: ehm, no it’s not why they, if they want to hunt the parti-
sans, they said it was berufung

3. Boris (F): mission
4. Victor: a mission and they see the partisans troops to partisan

and then, they don’t follow them, they went back and
why is their mission to shoot them or they could killed
other people

5. Erica (F): so, why not follow partisans up to the hill but kill other
people who were not their target

6. Marcin: I can suggest, alright, I give an example of the soviet forces
are trying to spring the communist regime all over the
Europe in nineteen twenty and first of all they attack
Poland and they came to Warsaw, they fall, they fell at the
battle of Warsaw, in nineteen twenty then the eastern part
of Poland was destroyed, burnt, so it was a total war, I think
that in the Second World War when the Nazi commanders
order to provide a total war to destroy all enemy target in
order to, to frighten the civilian people

7. Victor: do you think they attacked because frightening the civil
population of a country

8. Marcin: maybe but there is there’s another thing I that I feel: maybe
it was not the initiative from the high headquarter, the 
soldiers maybe afraid, this soldiers who were fighting in
Italy at the Nazi service, they were also human, men and they
could be afraid for their life and maybe it was the reaction
of it, I don’t know 

Excerpt 2 (second camp) regards an activity called ‘borders and bridges’:
adolescents are asked to take pictures of objects which represent either
borders, as symbols of separation, or bridges, as symbols of contact, and to
interpret these pictures in the group discussion. The excerpt concerns 
the phase of group discussion which is coordinated by the facilitators.
The task consists in elaborating and clarifying differences between separa-
tions and connections. 

In turn 1, Federica’s question (‘bridge or border?’) concerns an object
which was photographed. In educational settings, this kind of question
is generally understood as Initiation of the IRE sequence, which con-
tinues with Reply and Evaluation. In this case, however, Federica’s
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question does not project expectations of ‘correct reply’, which should
match predetermined knowledge, but is a promotional question that
projects possible alternative interpretations, demonstrating Federica’s
trust in the adolescents’ agency and an open development of the inter-
action. As a consequence, in the third and following turns, after Luca’s
response, there are no evaluations; in turn 3 we find linguistic help
(‘age’) and in turn 5 we find Alain’s echo of Luca’s take-up (turn 4),
which confirms its meaningfulness. After this double echo, Marek’s
statement in turn 6 (‘it is a bridge’) could be interpreted as a correction
of Luca’s interpretation with Leni cooperating in its design in turn 10.
However Alain’s coordination of this exchange among the facilitators
downgrades their authority as experts and upgrades the adolescents’
interpretation; with his lexical choices (‘for him/her’), Alain introduces
the facilitators’ interpretation as hypothetical (turn 9: ‘for Marek is a
bridge’; turn 11: ‘for Leni too’), thus putting forward the legitimacy of
different interpretations. Furthermore, in turn 11 Alain deals with this
interpretation as subject to the adolescents’ authority. After a long
pause, which indicates the expectation of new interpretations in the
group, he involves the adolescents through a promotional question
(‘and for you, boys and girls?’). This promotional question indicates his
trust in the adolescents’ agency and suggests that as facilitators they
have the right to produce interpretations. 

In turn 12, Matthias’ response introduces new opportunities for
interpretation. In turn 13, Federica formulates Matthias’ turn, high-
lighting the interactional relevance of his action, while encouraging
new action on his part. The formulation is followed by a new pro-
motional question (‘it can be also?’), which gives Matthias the oppor-
tunity to promote alternatives for next actions. Matthias ambiguous
alignment (‘in some way’) projects a new question (turn 15), which 
is prefaced by a sequential marker (‘and’) that stresses continuity with
the previous turn (Heritage & Sorjonen, 1994). This is a feedback ques-
tion whereby Federica explores the meanings of Matthias’ interpreta-
tion, as expressed in turns 12 and 14, showing attentiveness to it and
treating it as relevant to the interaction, therefore upgrading Matthias’
authority in interpretation. Matthias’ hesitation in turn 16 projects
Federica’s initiation of a suggestion (turn 17), but Luca immediately
self-selects as interlocutor, expanding on Matthias’ interpretation (turn
18). On the one hand, Luca’s self-selection shows that the interaction
has successfully opened alternatives for new actions and expansions;
on the other hand, it shows he is risking trust in the facilitator’s interest
for the adolescents’ interpretations. 
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Excerpt 2

1. Federica (F): bridge or border?
2. Luca: eh, yeah a border? a border between the new age and

the old age, the epoca come si dice (epoca, how do you
say it)

3. Maria (F): age
4. Luca: age
5. Alain (F): age
6. Marek (F): it’s a bridge
7. Alain (F): what 
8. Marek (F): it’s a bridge
9. Alain (F): for Marek is a bridge

10. Leni (F): for me too
11. Alain (F): for Leni too (3.0) and for you, boys and girls?
12. Matthias: for me is also a bridge because this picture (not

understandable) two times and doesn’t divide 
13. Federica (F): so, you mean that a border is always dividing two

things or maybe then, it can be also?
14. Matthias: yeah, in some way, yes
15. Federica (F): and what do you mean for the border or the bridge?
16. Matthias: mm
17. Federica (F): because there are two differences
18. Luca: I don’t know because I think that a border is a line

where two things are near, nearby

Excerpt 3 (second camp) regards the interpretation of gay marriage
during a discussion on human rights. In turn 1, Maria refers to
Alessandro’s interpretation (not shown in the excerpt) without evaluat-
ing it. By suggesting that different participants can express different
opinions, Maria does not select some correct knowledge to learn 
and opens up alternatives for action. However, the adolescents seem 
to be unwilling to participate in the discussion. Maria’s encourage-
ment is followed by a four-second silence, and when she selects a
specific next speaker to move the interaction forward (‘eh, Luca?’), 
the candidate speaker first is hesitant and does not seem to understand
the question (turn 2), then he shows very low enthusiasm for his
involvement (turn 4: ‘boh’ an expression for ‘I really don’t know’), and
finally he refuses to express his opinion (turn 6). Nevertheless, Maria
insistently promotes Luca’s participation asking him questions, clarify-
ing their meaning (turns 3, 5, 9), and echoing Luca’s previous turn
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(turn 7). Echoing is a kind of action that shows attentiveness and
involvement in the perspective of the interlocutor (Baraldi & Gavioli,
2007). After being repeatedly invited to risk trust, Luca finally expresses
his interpretation (turn 10). Maria supports his action through a 
continuer (Gardner, 2001) that is a short turn that communicates
attentiveness and invites continuation (turn 11). The insistence of the
facilitator creates new opportunities for action. 

In turn 13, Alessandro refers his action to Luca’s previous one; 
his self-selection as current speaker is accepted by Maria who ratifies
the relevance of his turn by echoing it (turn 14). In turn 15, Luca
aligns with this echo and with Alessandro’s turn. This interactively-
constructed joint authorship produces meanings with the active contri-
butions of both the adolescents and the facilitator. In turn 16, however,
Alessandro’s highly depreciative lexical choice (‘faggots’, ‘froci’ in
Italian) results in the inclusion of gay people in a negatively-connoted
‘Them’, projecting an ethnocentric form of communication (Pearce,
1989) that contradicts the cultural presuppositions of peace education.
Therefore, it seems that Maria’s decision to risk trust in promoting 
adolescents’ participation is producing undesired consequences. She
reacts to this risk initiating a correction (turn 17), which is completed by
Alessandro (turn 18) and which she confirms in the third turn (turn 19).
Maria’s reaction projects a hierarchical form of communication between
the facilitator and the adolescent, which parallels the ethnocentric form
projected by Alessandro. Furthermore, the joint switch to the Italian
language builds a side sequence that excludes most participants from
the interaction. 

In turn 21, Maria switches back to English with a formulation of
Luca’s and Alessandro’s interpretation of the topic. This formulation
projects the adolescents’ interpretations as starting point for a new
course of actions; the contingently produced hierarchical form is 
dissolved and substituted by a promotional one. This is demonstrated
by the fact that Emilio immediately self-selects as speaker, expressing
his perspective (turn 22), which refers to Luca’s, Alessandro’s and
Maria’s actions, introducing a cultural interpretation of the dichotomy
acceptance/non-acceptance of gay people. Luca’s and Alessandro’s
actions, supported by Maria’s facilitation, have opened new oppor-
tunities for action, promoting a new risk of trust, which is visible 
in Emilio’s appreciation. Emilio’s action partially contradicts the 
meanings cooperatively produced by Maria, Luca and Alessandro and 
projects Maria’s formulation (turn 23), which in its turn proposes
Emilio’s action as a topic for discussion, thus supporting Emilio’s
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agency. Rather than presenting her formulation as a synthesis pro-
duced by an expert, Maria projects an expectation of possible revision
(‘if I understood well eh; block me if do not’) that is the expectation of
the adolescent’s agency.

Excerpt 3 
1. Maria (F): I ‘m talking with everybody because, probably, I don’t

know, you have different opinion from Alessandro, or
the same, one thing to-, say something more about it
(4.0) eh Luca?

2. Luca: eh, mm?
3. Maria (F): you wanted to say something more?
4. Luca: boh
5. Maria (F): or you have different opinion, what do you think

about it?
6. Luca: no, it’s a difficult subject
7. Maria (F): it’s a difficult subject
8. Luca: yes
9. Maria (F): why?

10. Luca: because if she were in Spain, she would be accepted 
11. Maria (F): mhm
12. Luca: but in England no, she doesn’t
13. Alessandro: depend on the state, on the law of a state
14. Maria (F): it depends from the state
15. Luca: yes
16. Alessandro: tipo in Spagna li fanno sposare i froci, mentre in

Inghilterra no (like in Spain faggots can get married,
while in England they can’t)

17. Maria (F): non si dice (don’t use that word)
18. Alessandro: eh, gli omosessuali (eh, homosexual people)
19. Maria (F): mh va beh (mh, that’s fine)
20. Alessandro: se li fanno sposare non vuol dire che (if they are

allowed to get married it doesn’t mean)
21. Maria (F): sorry, sorry, sorry, the other don’t, so, Luca is saying

it depends, if you live in Spain, you are accepted, if
you live in England no why Spain and England,
sorry? and then Alessandro was saying it depends
from the state, for example in Spain it’s possible for
them to marry

22. Emilio: for me, the possibility in Spain to get married it doesn’t
mean be accepted by the people, I think in English

Claudio Baraldi and Federico Farini 147



and Spain look homosexual in the same way other
people do another way

23. Maria (F): ok, Emilio then is saying it doesn’t really depend on
the laws, if I understood well eh, block me if do not,
if it doesn’t really depend on laws because it can be
that it depends also from the people, that live in a
country, probably in Spain and in England you can
have both behaviour 

Excerpts 1–3 show that, through promotional and feedback questions,
formulations and also linguistic help, facilitators can promote adoles-
cents’ trusting commitment in the interaction, supporting their agency
and avoiding evaluations of their interpretations. Facilitators are able
to build trust projecting affective expectations, which are expectations
of adolescents’ self-expression as a result of the interaction (Baraldi,
2009). Therefore trust building is enhanced by facilitators’ turns that
project affective expectations, promoting mutual accommodation,
responsiveness and production of alternatives, that is adolescents’ 
risk of trust. In these interactions, the building of working trust 
does not presuppose interpersonal relationships and closeness but 
it is based on contingently produced affective expectations in the
course of interaction, which are projected through the positioning of
facilitators.5

Two different ways of promoting working trust through facilitation
are observable. In excerpt 1, facilitation promotes trust in the direct
interaction between adolescents who cooperate in constructing a joint
narrative. In this case, facilitation seems to be in line with Kelman’s
observations and suggestions about facilitation as coordination of the
parties’ autonomous solutions. In excerpts 2 and 3, facilitators act as
mediators (Baraldi, 2010) of contacts among adolescents, promoting
their alternate participation in the interaction in triadic exchanges. In
these cases, trust is based on a specific form of facilitation in which the
third party actively intervenes in its construction.

Conclusions

In this chapter we have discussed the function of trust with reference
to risks of disappointment of expectations. We have dealt with trusting
commitment in interaction as a basis for social relationships, which
allows the reproduction of confidence in social systems. We have
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explored the ways in which trust is built in specific group interactions
involving adolescents and facilitators. 

Facilitation is an effective way of building trust in group interaction
in educational situations and in situations of distrust and conflict.
Trustworthiness of facilitators is a crucial starting point for trust build-
ing. However, the meaning of facilitation is controversial. On the one
hand, studies on child-adult relationships stress that facilitation
enhances interpersonal affective relationships and closeness. Therefore,
facilitation is understood as active promotion of interlocutors’ agency
and support of their self-expression; trusting commitment requires com-
mitment in building its affective conditions. On the other hand, studies
on situations of distrust stress that facilitation is not based on inter-
personal relationships, as the main aspect of trust building concerns
mutual accommodation and joint solution of problems, based on self-
interest (working trust). Therefore, facilitation creates the conditions for
effective direct interactions between the parties, avoiding the introduc-
tion of facilitators’ perspectives.

Both these positions seem to attach great importance to sharing and
avoiding risks. On the one hand, affectivity reduces risky alternatives.
On the other hand, mutual accommodation and joint solution of prob-
lems reduce differences of perspectives. However, building trusting com-
mitment means promoting risky alternatives of action. What clearly
emerges in both perspectives is that facilitators and other participants
must in fact risk trust, choosing among alternative lines of action.

The topics of trust commitment and trust building can be applied to
interactions between adults and children because the attention of scholars
and social planners has shifted to children’s social agency and changes in
adults’ roles in the interaction with children. In this chapter we have
analysed some ways of building trust in international groups of adolescents
in which adults acted as facilitators to promote peace education. The aim
was to understand if and in what ways this facilitation was effective in
building trust. In the situations analysed, interactional conditions were
unfamiliar, adolescents came from non-shared cultural traditions and trust
building was not based on previous interpersonal relationships. Our ana-
lysis explored facilitators’ actions promoting adolescents’ trusting commit-
ment. These actions are: promotional questions that open alternatives for
adolescents’ actions and highlight adults’ trust in their agency; feedback
questions that verify and explore the meanings of adolescents’ interpreta-
tions; formulations that both demonstrate responsiveness to adolescents’
needs and open alternatives for their actions. These kinds of actions pro-
moted trust building, upgrading adolescents’ authority in interpretations. 
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These turns contain linguistic cues for a form of facilitation. This
form of facilitation can be considered a cultural presupposition of trust
building and is based on the following patterns of expectations: 1) the
interaction is coded as promotional, that is it is guided by the value of
promotion as opposed to control; 2) facilitators’ trustworthy position-
ing consists in personal commitment which permeates their role per-
formances; 3) the main expectations about results are neither cognitive
nor normative, but affective. Given its features, this form of facilitation
is frequently also a form of mediation (Baraldi, 2010), facilitators’ ques-
tioning and formulating do not simply sustain direct interactions
between the parties; they actively coordinate these interactions with
promotional effects. The representation of facilitation in studies on
adult-children interactions seems closer to these results than the repre-
sentation in studies on building working trust. 

This does not mean that we need to abandon the concept of working
trust. Working trust seems to be essential in all institutional situations
in which trusting commitment must be built without interpersonal
premises. In institutional interactions, affective closeness is neither the
starting point nor a probable final result. However, the mere reference
to roles and cognitive or normative expectations works badly in adult-
children interactions. Rather than the merging between working trust
and interpersonal relationships (Kelman, 2005), we have observed in
our data a contingent construction of affective expectations, which
works from the very beginning in supporting working trust. This com-
bination of affective expectations and working trust allows mutual
accommodation, which is based on the opening of risky alternatives in
action and interpretation. The production of risky alternatives in the
interaction seems to be the most effective result of this form of facilita-
tion, and a genuine way of building trust. This means that a joint solu-
tion of problems is not the most probable result of facilitation, nor
does this seem a particularly important feature of trust building. A
further consequence is that self-interest is not so important in this
form of facilitation. Self-interest is linked to an individualistic repre-
sentation of institutional engagement. We do not deny its importance
in modern society but we think that it cannot be the basis of social
relationships where affective expectations, although contingently con-
structed, are the basis of trust building. Affective expectations highlight
personal commitment – not self-interest – and contrast individualistic
approaches to social relationships.

Finally, this form of facilitation can change educational interactions.
It substitutes both teaching and evaluating and their function in build-
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ing trust, going beyond person-centred approaches, in that facilitators’
actions strongly influence the interaction and primary cognitive expecta-
tions are excluded. The analysis of this form of facilitation, in empirical
interactions, demonstrates that the new paradigm, asserting the possibil-
ity and opportunity of children’s agency in their interactions with adults,
can be practiced, in at least some areas of education (see also Baraldi,
2008, 2009; Baraldi & Farini, 2011; Baraldi & Iervese, 2010, 2012; Baraldi & 
Rossi, 2011). How far this form of facilitation can get along with education
in different contexts can be the object of further, broader research. 

Notes

1 Our analysis, which focuses primarily on Luhmann’s theory, is coherent
with Christensen’s conceptual approach in Chapter 6, and Warming’s analysis
of Luhmann’s contribution to the field in Chapter 1. As Luhmann’s theory
has evolved in the years, we shall draw mainly on his last theorisation (1988),
which starts from the guiding-distinction between trust and confidence, rather
than that between personal trust and system trust (1968), and is directly con-
nected with his final theoretical elaborations of risk (1991), autopoietic social
systems (1984) and society (1997).

2 For a different concept of trust, relying on ‘positive expectations’, ‘pre-
dictability’, and ‘social integration’, rather than opening of risky alternatives,
see Pantea, Chapter 8; Pinkney, Chapter 5; Ule, Chapter 9.

3 There is a claim that institutional conditions may not be sufficient to ensure
trust in specific interactive settings (see Christensen, Chapter 6; Pinkney,
Chapter 5; Ule, Chapter 9). This suggests that, in some social systems, such
as social assistance, there could be a basic problem of confidence.

4 The same conditions of distrust in children’s agency can be seen in welfare
politics and social assistance, which should protect them (Pantea, Chapter 8;
Pinkney, Chapter 5; Turton, Chapter 4). These may be seen as conditions of
‘institutionalised mistrust’, based on power structures that are imposed by
adults (Warming, Chapter 1).

5 Contingency seems insufficient in the case of social work, where trust
involves time and continuity in the relationship (Pinkney, Chapter 5).
Adopting a developmental approach, Ule (Chapter 9) claims that past experi-
ences of trustworthiness are necessary to ensure trust, and Christensen
(Chapter 6) underlines the necessity of taking into account past experience.
The problem is that individuals’ past experiences cannot predict the form of
a communication system, which is produced only through communication.
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8
Negotiating ‘Children’s Best
Interests’ in the Context of
Parental Migration
Maria-Carmen Pantea

The chapter explores how children and young people1 with migrant
parents internalise a citizenship identity shaped by a discourse focused
on victimisation, uncertainty and institutional mistrust. It is built on
the idea that citizenship is a learning process sustained by individual
and collective narratives and consists of memories, shared values and
experiences (Somers, 1995 cited in Delanty, 2003: 602). The chapter
revisits the axis domination-resistance and the dichotomy trust-
mistrust by taking into account children’s strategies that avoid this
binary. It suggests a more sensitive discussion of the dichotomy between
trust and mistrust and argues that seeing children’s reactions to gover-
nance in exclusively deliberately and confrontational ways (for example
trust vs. mistrust) is providing an unrefined understanding of their
experiences which are not necessarily antagonistic. In order to over-
come this crude reflection of children’s experiences in relation to power,
the concept of slantwise actions is being proposed. 

Originally developed by Campbell and Heyman (2007), the notion
of slantwise actions denotes the unstructured experiences of coping 
or ‘getting along’. The chapter is suggesting the consideration of 
the unintentional and accidental actions that are slantwise to power
(not explicitly confrontational, but which may ultimately shape the
power) in the interpretation of children and young people’s reactions
to governance. 

This research suggests that the narrative model of victimisation culti-
vated by media and welfare institutions, shapes children’s early learn-
ing of citizenship. The image of ideal childhood, based on bi-parental
care, renders migration insensitive to children’s ‘real needs’. Ultimately,
this approach is reifying the notion of ideal childhood as protected and
free from adult-specific responsibilities and behaviours. Children and



young people with migrant parents are being seen as victims with little
control over their own lives or, on the contrary, uncontrollable, incom-
petent in taking care of themselves and their siblings in the absence of
‘qualified adults’. 

On the one hand, children and young people’s relationships with state
institutions such as school authorities and the Child Protection Agency
may be experienced as mistrustful, disempowering, domineering or ima-
gined as such. On the other hand, children and young people are not
passive in the process of institution-provided governance and search for
escape routes to resist interference in their everyday lives. Children and
young people who pose barriers when interacting with state representa-
tives are reciprocating the institutional mistrust. They internalise a sense
of being different, marginal and subjected to institutional interference as
part of their notion of citizenship. 

Informed by public discourses and institutional practices based on
mistrust, young people develop avoidant strategies of disengagement.
They resonate with the concept of slantwise actions developed by
Campbell and Heyman (2007). This rules out the potential risks and
benefits of interacting with institutions. The slantwise actions become
part of the way young people learn to relate outside their immediate
circle characterised by a highly particularised trust. Transnational fam-
ilies, also, do not challenge the institutional narrative. Their response
is for intimacy across borders and self-sufficiency. Avoidant strategies
become a model which transnational families at large use ‘to interpret
their place in [society] and to act’ (Delanty, 2003: 602).

This chapter suggests that by looking into the escape routes of chil-
dren’s interactions with institutions, new ways of understanding the
dynamics of trust are likely to emerge. These are able to broaden the
exclusionary either/or view of trust and to see slantwise actions not as
expressions of a lack of citizenship, but as symptomatic of an institu-
tional mode of governance. 

Context of the research

The study is located in Romania, the home of half of the European
children with migrant parents: 350,000 children out of 700,000 (AAS
and UNICEF, 2008). Parents’ migration needs to be conceptualised by
considering its underpinning structural factors, namely: the prolonged
and erratic economic transition, underemployment, the ambivalent
function of the state as labour exporter, the local cultures of migration
not related to poverty, as well as the Western consumption models and
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the demand for migrant labour force. Whether migration is in chil-
dren’s best interest is subject to various interpretations. This is also the
case in terms of what damages children from transnational families.

Debates on the care of children with migrant parents have invari-
ably been met with anxiety at all levels, from the individual children 
and parents, to extended families, institutions and policy-makers. A 
possible reason is that, arguably, all actors have ‘an interest in migration
to work’2 (Isaksen et al., 2008: 402). Under these circumstances, the
issue of care is politically silenced and delegated to individuals to resolve, 
in a logic of self-governance. As argued later, the approach toward 
children with migrant parents fails to account for the structural con-
text that generate migration, and instead, is turned into a personal
matter of distress to be resolved individually. In the terms of Marston
and McDonald (2006), this silenced governmental policy is itself a
social artefact with its own trajectory. Keeping silence on migration,
but potentially on other issues perceived as socially sensitive, is a political
statement on self-governance. It is a policy situation in which taking no
action means in fact, ‘action’.

In such a general context, families secure their own private arrange-
ments for navigating transnational life, with young people lacking trust
in big institutions. The reverse also holds true as welfare institutions do
not trust children’s capacity to take care of themselves or their siblings,
nor their capacity to participate in decision-making about their 
own lives. A narrative on ‘children left behind’ informs children’s 
construction of citizenship identity in ways that are mistrustful to
institutions. 

By looking into the modes of governance exerted upon this group 
of children largely defined as vulnerable, this chapter examines their
responses in ways that reflect the institutional mistrust, but also shows
the search for alternative escape routes. The chapter also speaks about the
intergenerational reproduction of the low institutional trust in former
totalitarian societies, where the ethos of non-participation persists. 

The chapter explores the intersection between migration and 
children/young people’s governance at the structural level (legislation,
media and social services), in a need to respond to the following ques-
tions: Which are the forms of citizenship that are being shaped by
existing discourses on children with migrant parents? What are chil-
dren and young people’s responses to governance able to tell about
their notion of citizenship and participation? More generally, to what
extent is the dichotomy trust vs. mistrust instrumental in understand-
ing children and young people’s reactions to power?
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Conceptual framework

Trust has been characterised by two elements, the first one being posi-
tive expectations, which denote that another’s action will be beneficial
rather than detrimental (Robinson, 1996: 576). The second element is
the risk taking suggesting that where trust begins rational prediction
ends (Luhmann, 1979: 25). This chapter will use an early sociological
conceptualisation of trust as a ‘collective attribute […] applicable to the
relations among people rather than to their psychological states taken
individually’ (Lewis & Weigert, 1985: 968). Trust is dynamic; it is built,
increases, stabilises, enters dissolution (Rousseau et al., 1998) and is multi-
dimensional. There are degrees and levels of trust. Interpersonal trust 
is the trust between people; institutional trust or system trust, refers to
the trust in the functioning of organisational, institutional and social
systems (Bijlsma-Frankema & Costa, 2005). 

It has been argued that power attracted two lines of understanding:
the structural, repressive and monolithic forms (Marx, Parsons, Durk-
heim) that characterise political and economic systems, and the more
dynamic conception of power, as embedded in human relations (Gramsci,
Foucault, Giddens). According to these last authors, power is not an
intrinsic propriety of individuals but is inherent in human relations,
like those between parents and their children (Groves & Chang, 1999). In
a Foucauldian sense, power is not always repressive and one of its critical
forms is the way people are made subjects of (self)-government.3

Children and young people’s reactions to the power exerted by
adults and adult-centred institutions have been generally understood
as situated on an axis that starts with domination and ends with resis-
tance. Naturalised domination denotes ‘“differentials of power [that]
come already embodied in culture”, in which “power appears natural,
inevitable, even god-given” in domains such as gender, kinship, race,
nation and class’ (Yanagisako & Delaney, 1995 cited in Campbell &
Heyman, 2007: 5).

Together with naturalised domination, resistance is a reaction to power
and one of the most prevalent concepts embraced by the sociological
literature on childhood, which tends to overlook that other options are
also possible. One major characteristic of resistance is its intentional
character. Initially theorised by Gramsci, everyday resistance refers to
the small, seemingly trivial daily acts through which subordinate indi-
viduals or groups undermine, rather than overthrow, oppressive rela-
tions of power (Gramsci, 1971 cited in Groves & Chang, 1999: 235).
Importantly, resistance ‘is reserved for actions and meanings actors
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themselves understand to be defiant’ and should be distinguished from
accidental defiance and avoidance (Campbell & Heyman, 2007: 4). 

As the paper will show, children and young people’s reactions to power
cannot be seen exclusively on a resistance-domination axis. According 
to Campbell and Heyman (2007), slantwise actions is a concept able to des-
cribe the category of unintentional responses, unstructured experiences
used by children for coping or ‘getting along’. They include accidental
reactions that are not reducible to intentional resistance or internalised
domination. Such actions that do not fit the resistance vs. internalised
domination axis are to be understood as the best solutions at hand for
dealing with crisis situations and are unintentional, neither explicitly
resisting, nor dominated by adult governance. In its initial interpretation,
the concept was used for reflecting the housing arrangements developed
by illegal immigrants at the US border (Campbell & Heyman, 2007).

The concept of slantwise actions is able to facilitate our understand-
ing of the complex ways children and young people rely on persons
and institutions, beyond trust and mistrust. It has been said that one
can either trust or not trust a person, institution and so on (Hardin,
1992). Also, it is by now common place that trust functions as a way of
‘reducing the complexity’ (Luhmann, 1979: 418). This chapter suggests
that the responses to the complexity of social interactions are more
intricate than the dichotomy trust vs. mistrust, even acknowledging
the multidimensionality of trust. As this chapter demonstrates, chil-
dren and young people initiate a variety of responses that include,
beyond trust and mistrust, the unstructured avoidant strategies of dis-
engagement. It involves spontaneous refusal to deal with the complex-
ity of potential consequences of both trusting and mistrusting, when
other escape routes are available. 

Children’s understanding of and responses to power can be incor-
porated into the notion of citizenship. Traditionally, its definitions
excluded children. Yet, alternative conceptualisations of citizenship
have been proposed. One of them is the notion of cultural citizen-
ship. According to Delanty (2003), unlike normative, disciplinary citi-
zenship, cultural citizenship does not refer to rights or memberships,
but is an ongoing process conducted in communicative links. It entails
‘the learning of a capacity for action and for responsibility but, essen-
tially, it is about the learning of the self and of the relationship of 
self and other’ (Delanty, 2003: 602). Thus, central to cultural citizen-
ship are language, discourses and cultural models people use to make
sense of their society, to interpret their place in it, and to act (Delanty,
2003). 
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Methodology

The chapter is based mainly on secondary sources involving an 
unsystematic literature review that included research papers, media
articles on migration archived in a UNICEF Daily Press catalogue, 
NGO reports and legislation. For the empirical work, we undertook 
16 in-depth interviews with 14 children and young people from
Romania experiencing the migration of at least one parent. The dis-
cussion does not embark in a detailed account on the information 
collected, which has been described elsewhere (Pantea, 2011). In 
this discussion, only the instances able to inform a better under-
standing of young people’s trust, governance and citizenship are
included. 

The age of interviewees ranged from 14 to 19, with an average of 17.
They experienced different patterns of parental migration, from migra-
tion in the context of family dissolution and quasi-abandonment, to
cyclical migration of one or both parents. At the time of interviewing,
all participants had at least one parent abroad. The fieldwork included
the interviewing of seven parents and five social workers from com-
munities with high incidence of migration. Unrecorded notes were
coded successively in Nvivo8. The identity of research participants is
protected by anonymity. 

Discourses and policies on children with migrant parents

According to Foucault, discourses are groups of regular and systematic
statements that are either spoken or written, articulated rules, roles and
procedures.4 They are produced by and through institutions (Danaher
et al., 2000). Discourses on children with migrant parents are mainly a
product of legislation, media and social services. Ultimately, families
themselves articulate their own beliefs and values that legitimise or
reprove migration. In a move of ‘constant readjustment’ (King, 1999
cited in Piper, 2005: 8), certain sets of assumptions are being shared
and circulate between media, law, social services and families. 

Discourses on migration do matter, as they provide the framework of
actions and identity work and thus enable children to learn a particular
model of cultural citizenship. As the chapter maintains, the narratives
and commonly held beliefs on migration shape the way cultural citi-
zenship is being learned and exercised by children and young people
in transnational families (Delanty, 2003). Also, the understanding of
children’s best interests constitutes a key aspect in the governance of
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childhood. The following part will examine the discourses that shape
the way children learn citizenship and the understanding of their best
interests. 

State policies and the invisibility of children with migrant parents

There has not been much debate on family life in post-communist
Romania. Migration opened up the private area of family and gener-
ated contested notions of proper parenting. Work abroad started as a
short-term solution for families in the 1990s and as a strategy for the
state that later organised recruitment campaigns for temporary employ-
ment in the EU. Whether migrants had children did not seem to enter
either state or media interest at the time. 

It was not until 2006 that authorities acknowledged the issue and
required migrants to make legal the guardianship of the children ‘left
behind’. Notoriously unsuccessful, with only 7 per cent of the migrant
parents officially entrusting their children to members of the extended
family (AAS & UNICEF, 2008), the requirement became a binding 
law in 2011 with apparently not much change following. With all its 
shortcomings, the law on guardianship remains the only official space 
for acknowledging children with migrant parents, although the way of
doing so is by focusing on migrants with children. 

The law does not seem to be sensitive to the actual circumstances 
of migration, which are mainly temporary and circular, in the grey 
economy, and it has a repressive character.5 Also, the requirements of
guardianship are hard to meet.6 Besides being unknown to migrants, the
legal conditions are sometimes difficult to be met even by local admin-
istration, for example psychological testing of the proposed guardian. If
registered, the person providing the care, usually a grandparent, will be
qualified to represent the child in its relations with institutions, including
schools, medical settings and police. 

In a Foucauldian understanding, by virtue of direct governmental
control, both young people and their parents are being made subjects
of state governance. The law regards young people as dependants and
is exclusively directed at their parents who seem to resent leaving a
door open for state interventionism in family life, or do not meet the
intricate criteria for registering the caregiver. However, even if the law
is focused on children, there is no stipulation for their participation 
in the decision on guardianship that is definitely influencing their
lives. There seems to be no consistent policies for creating the enabling
circumstances for parents to meet the same economic goals with-
out leaving their children against their will, or migrating together. In
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2007 the government attempted unsuccessfully to encourage voluntary
repatriation by organising labour fairs abroad. The reasons for the lack
of uptake of the scheme were exclusively economic. 

The sociopolitical assumptions of the law on parental responsibility
for children are not new, but the social and political willingness to
blame parents for various social ills is recent (Piper, 2005: 252). Its
resulting norm is the tendency of the state to reduce expenditure 
on social welfare, in this case by reinforcing migrant parents’ respons-
ibility for their children. This choice is far from being politically 
innocent. It echoes the Foucauldian concept of responsibilisation, 
a governance procedure for ‘the making of’ social subjects; parents 
(as citizens) are called to be responsible for themselves and their chil-
dren, so that state institutions do not have to intervene. This ubi-
quitous strategy can be read as a regulatory ‘technology of citizen-
ship and self-government’ (Cruikshank, 1991 cited in Mckee, 2009:
469), by which the government tacitly finds its way into transnational
families. 

The high fines for breaking the law are associated with a low level of
trust in parents’ capacity ‘to govern’ their children. Conversely, these
repressive regulations further weaken parents’ trust in social services,
manifested by the low percentage of those actually legalising the situation
of children at home. Resenting a communist legacy of state intrusive-
ness in family life, migrants and children pose barriers to state interven-
tion and secure their own arrangements for navigating a transnational
livelihood. 

A proposal advanced in an electoral campaign considered forbidding
both parents to migrate simultaneously (Filimon, 2010). The main
argument was that ‘money obtained abroad does not justify the aban-
donment of children at critical ages’ (Minca cited in Filimon, 2010).
Whilst the proposal was meant to protect children’s interests, it would
definitely limit parents’ right to travel to find work. The idea attracted
high criticism as it recalled communist repressive practices of state
interference in family life and an unrealistic view of the economic con-
strains that push parents to migrate in the first place. 

On the whole, children with migrant parents have only recently
become of interest to the state as a problem which is hard to resolve
because of mutual mistrust. Whilst the considerable migrant remit-
tances received a sensible level of public acknowledgement, the res-
ponsibility for children is delegated, in a logic of self-governance, 
to individual families liable to secure their private solutions for 
childcare. 
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Media: Children with migrant parents and the notion of risk 

The state policies followed media interest in migration. Transnational
families are portrayed as endorsing deviations from the normative child-
hood. Instances of child suicides, accidental injuries and death as a
consequence of neglect have become recurrent themes. 

Media attitudes go from reinforcing a sacrificial model, toward implied
contestations of parenthood. Both approaches endorse the conventional
gender roles, with media higher propensity to identify instances of children
at risk following mothers’ migration. In this context, migration is implicitly
defined as a problem and children, its victims. This discourse frames an
understanding of the children ‘left behind’ as marginalised and deficient. 

More recently, instances of children with migrant parents have been
portrayed as autonomous and uncontrollable adding to the previous
notions of ‘deserted’ children. A common theme is the pattern of
excessive consumption, as co-modification of parental care. Yet, con-
cerns over school truancy, dropout, aggressive behaviour, delinquency,
teen pregnancy and drug use have also attracted the attention of the
media. The anti-social behaviour of some young people is attributed to
the diminished effectiveness of parents from afar and increased distrust
as the only mechanism of governance available to them. 

Parents’ migration becomes a common interpretative grid for explain-
ing young people’s negative agency,7 although ‘one shouldn’t hold
parents accountable for everything. Some young people will act out
with or without their parents being at home’ (Olivia, 18 years old).
Anti-social behaviour turns young people with migrant parents into
eligible candidates for increased disciplining efforts by the state that,
conversely, weakens their institutional trust.

Ultimately, all these behaviours are not presented as deviations from
the logic of victimisation, or expressions of agency, but can be inter-
preted as children’s defensive mechanisms or coping strategies to the
dysfunctional family processes. They actually confirm the idea of chil-
dren as dominated by processes of family separation. Paraphrasing
Jenks (1996), in such rather crude way, children from transnational
families are seen ‘either dangerous or in danger’ (Jenks, 1996 cited in
Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008: 499). This resonates with a broader anxiety
over children and young people in general and, by using this rhetoric,
media also activates vague notions of class.8

Overall, media discourses tend to ignore the potential differences
between the experiences of children and young people. Whilst half of
those with both parents abroad are below ten years old (AAS &
UNICEF, 2008), the other half are above this age and may tend to
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think of themselves in terms of agency. The dichotomy children vs.
adults constructs children as passive, helpless, dependent and leaves no
specific room for young people as a social group (Davidson, 2005 cited
in Smette et al., 2009: 369). This process is responsible for the lack of a
parallel discourse on the young people ‘left behind’. 

Thus, their roles in care provision do not receive the due acknow-
ledgement. On the contrary, the law requiring the guardian to be at least
18 years older than those being cared for, increases the mistrust and
isolation of the young people who do engage in caring relationships
with siblings or grandparents. Informed by these regulatory discourses,
young people internalise the ambivalent and cautious feeling that their
participation is, in fact, sanctionable and should be safeguarded from
institutional intrusion. 

Furthermore, media prioritises the notion of individual choice at the
expense of making explicit the structural forces that surround migra-
tion. This de-contextualisation of migration leaves the space open 
for the assumed culpability of parents and for the de-politicisation of
migration. Issues like unemployment, poverty and the International
Monetary Fund shock programme to Romania remain more or less
silenced. Young people’s participation in the reproduction of care is 
a private, potentially sanctionable matter of self-governance. Besides,
by framing migration in terms of children’s needs and less in structural
terms, media and parents reinforce children’s sense of culpability. 

Seen as victims or as actors with negative agency, with little control
over their own lives, or on the contrary, uncontrollable, incompetent
in taking care of themselves and their siblings in the absence of ‘qualified
adults’, children and young people internalise marginal notions of citi-
zenship. This is based on a sense of being atypical, vulnerable, in the
mistrustful position of always questioning the quality of their family
relations when weighed against the normative notion of ‘functional
family’. Overall, the discourses on the ‘children left behind’ reify the
categories of children ‘at risk’ and improper parenting.

Social services: From ‘fixing’ children to seeing the positive side 
of migration

As a former totalitarian state, Romania has a legacy of state interven-
tionism in family life. In recent years, state interventionism is being
legitimised only in extreme situations. However, the recent legislation
regards all children with migrant parents as being at risk and thus eligi-
ble for some sort of professional intervention. Migrant parents and
their children fit the profile of the ‘open textured’ families (Ruddick,
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1982 cited in Moosa-Mitha, 2005: 384) who are more deliberately sur-
veyed and regulated by state institutions. 

Following media, victimisation of children from transnational fami-
lies became the prevalent approach in social services. The basis for
intervention is often local and informed by an understanding of migra-
tion and its potentially negative effects upon development. The social
work institutions fail in acknowledging that migration is a social
reality far more intricate, uncertain and ambiguous. With rare excep-
tions, interventions addressing children with migrant parents have
been delegated (in an alleged ethic of care) to the (feminised) NGO
sector. It may also be that children with migrant parents represent such
a ‘sensitive matter’, and are such a diverse group, that a governmental
policy able to attract a high level of endorsement is from the very
beginning hazardous.

NGOs tend to embrace a victimising approach of children with
migrant parents. Their interventions employ a passive view of children
and tend to focus on crisis situations and cases of de facto abandon-
ment, ignoring the potential benefits of migration (Piperno, 2011). The
unit of reference is the family, with no aim at generating awareness at
the structural context in which migration takes place. Frequently
grounded in a psychological understanding of the consequences of
migration, NGOs tend to employ clinical approaches, which focus on
the destabilising effects of migration on the social-emotional develop-
ment of children. This includes introversion, social anxiety, isolation,
disruptive behaviours as defence mechanisms and suicidal thoughts.
Children with migrant parents are thus defined as groups at risk, in
need for psychological assistance if not rehabilitation. ‘Fixing children’
in order to enable them to cope with migration has become the NGO
conventional approach. 

Impelled by practical reasons, institutions, NGOs included, apply a
reductionist perspective over the experiences of living in transnational
families. However, young people’s attitudes are more complex, intri-
cate and fluid, including sometimes conflicting combinations of soli-
darity with the migrant, empathy, care giving and a sense of sacrifice
but also a commodification of love, uncertainties, mistrust and blame.
As this complexity of feelings does not receive due acknowledgement,
one could describe young people’s relation within the social services as
being grounded in an ‘absence of recognition’ (Delanty, 2003: 603).
This further weakens young people’s institutional trust. 

However, in rural areas where NGOs are less active, if not totally
absent, local authorities perceive migration as a solution. In large vil-
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lages from the North9 where employment is scarce, migration is seen as
a solution and there does not seem to be a problem in having children
being cared for by the extended families, usually grandparents. Concepts
of abandonment and neglect, largely circulated by media and NGOs, are
perceived as improper. It is argued that the needs of children with
migrant parents are being met by the extended family and through remit-
tances, whilst the absence of migration is actually making the most vul-
nerable dependent on means-tested state provisions. This position may
be read as an alienating consequence of scarcity or of an economically
driven notion of community. A stronger sense of social capital may be
able to attenuate the social route which reinforces an unforeseen division
between deserving and undeserving young people. 

Children and young people’s responses to governance

Generally, children and young people’s responses to governance went
through a rather dichotomous understanding, according to which they
either trust or do not trust the institutions meant to assist them, or
either submit or resist to the power exerted by adults or adult-centred
institutions. Previous scholarship on children’s relation to power tended
to overemphasise resistance: either in its manifest, or in its more subtle
forms of challenging the adult exertion of power (the so called ‘every-
day resistance’). Resistance is an expression of mistrust. 

Although a discourse on children’s resistance to adult governance
might sound appealing to the growing research on children’s agency
and resistance, their experience in the context of parental migration
cannot be read exclusively through these confrontational lenses. Neither
is trust vs. mistrust a dichotomy able to capture the complex ways chil-
dren and young people relate to institutions.

This chapter argues that resistance in all its forms, either understood as
intentional reactions to power or based on mistrust,10 is not the only way
of relying to power.11 The main argument is that not all children’s reac-
tions to power are intentional and meant to undermine, contest or sup-
press the power represented by adults and institutions. Recent research
advises that reactions to power are more complex and go beyond the
dichotomy of resistance versus domination and arguably, also beyond
trust versus mistrust. There are other more complex models of non-
intentional reactions to power, like accidental defiance, improvisation or
avoidance. In the previous literature, these were erroneously forced into
resistance and arguably mistrust, despite not having meanings defined as
defiant by actors themselves (Campbell & Heyman, 2007). 
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Campbell and Heyman’s concept of slantwise actions was initially
applied to interpreting the housing arrangements developed by illegal
immigrants at the US border. Understood as an ideal type, slantwise
action does not replace resistance or internalised domination, but is 
a useful tool in understanding unintentional actions like ‘getting by’.
In Campbell and Heyman’s understanding, slantwise is an ‘outside-
observer-based (ethic) category’ (Campbell & Heyman, 2007: 4). Accord-
ing to its authors, the concept comes at a time when ‘the binary
conceptualization of resistance versus domination, while productive,
has entered its mature phase and increasingly shows its limitations as
ethnographers try heavy-handedly to label diverse phenomena as either
resistance or domination’ (Campbell & Heyman, 2007: 26–7).

In the logic of slantwise actions, children and young people with
migrant parents try to navigate parental absence in ways that are
neither subversive, nor self-victimising, and which minimise the risks
involved in trust. They develop a close understanding of migration
both by trusting their parents’ choices and by trying to make ends
meet in sometimes-hostile environments. As these experiences are not
spectacular, they risk escaping the media and the ethnographic
accounts which are often informed by a scholarship on mistrust, or the
one of resistance vs. internalised domination.

As interviews demonstrate, children and young people’s stories are
not necessarily confrontational. For instance, Mona, a girl of 15 who
was left in charge of her younger sister of seven, claimed their parents
are ‘at work in the afternoon shift’ when she attended parents’ meet-
ings at school or when she accompanied her sick sister to the emer-
gency room. Her action was not intentionally aimed at resisting or
submitting to the institutional governance over children in her situa-
tion. Mona did not trust institutions to deliver anything by virtue of
being ‘a child left behind’. Her parents abroad, she was happy for insti-
tutions to leave her alone and sort her own problems out. In Hardin’s
terms, her behaviour also activates an element of class, as young people
who are socioeconomically deprived are thought to be more distrustful
than others (Hardin, 1992). 

In situations like the above, inside the family, the care provided by a
child to another was considered a sensible solution to parental migra-
tion. It is in the larger institutional area that children are regarded as
recipients of care and where such situations are regarded as ‘dysfunc-
tional’ and ‘false maturity’ (Frank, 1995 cited in Cockburn, 2005: 82).
In Mona’s frame of reference, stating that parents are on the afternoon
shift is making sense. She does not understand her statement as defiant
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or mistrustful, and does not aim at implicitly challenging the institu-
tional power exerted upon her. Mona did not interpret her action as
either resistant or compliant, either trustful nor mistrustful. She
learned practically, through her everyday actions, the institutional nar-
ratives of migration, and acted accordingly. In Campbell and Heyman
terms, her behaviour would ‘not fit neatly into the domination-
resistance axis’ (Campbell & Heyman, 2007: 3) and, arguably, neither
in the trust vs. mistrust dichotomy. In Grounded Theory logic, Mona’s
slantwise action is to be understood as the best solution at hand for
dealing with a crisis situation in parents’ absence. This may involve
unintentional actions and escape routes that are neither explicitly
resisting, distrustful nor dominated by adult governance. 

In such situations, young people anticipate a low level of structural 
trust from institutions. Schools, hospitals, welfare agencies are potentially
unreceptive, complex and thus an investment of trust is unlikely to bring
any gains. Consequently, the response is for disengagement from what
Baraldi and Farini (Chapter 7) called ‘adults’ expert guidance’. Yet, this situ-
ation may not totally exclude a trustful relation with an atypical adult,
working in the very same institutional structure (for example, a teacher
who is very familiar with the situation). Yet, as shown in Warming (2011),
such adults are themselves marginal and powerless in shaping what Hay-
ward (2010) called ‘the institutionalization of identity stories’ (Hayward,
2010: 659). Institutions remain stable in their dominant narratives, while
young people may opt for avoidant slantwise strategies.

Flavia, 16 years old, having troubles at school, is faced with other
parents’ accusations directed against her allegedly careless migrant
mother. With a long history of parental absence, she is now able to
describe the situation as tragic-comical: ‘I didn’t know whether to cry
or to laugh’. This type of reaction, neither resistance nor domination,
has been instrumental in Flavia’s psychological escape from the other-
wise intrusive situation. It can enter the category of slantwise action,
unintentional and relevant in another frame of reference. Here, Flavia’s
detachment is displayed differently from the commonly assumed dramas
of children with migrant parents. This is simultaneously a silenced
statement of disengagement from any trust-based relation. This option
is the most practical solution in her economy of relations with persons
and institutions outside her immediate cycle.

Such avoidant behaviours seem to be informed by high interpersonal
trust – or strong ties to similar others – and a certain uneasiness when
relating to institutions. They are not necessarily informed and purposeful
expressions of institutional mistrust, but rather options for avoidance,
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enabled by the high value attached to strong ties. Interviewed young
people with migrant parents seemed more likely to rely upon traditional,
informal sources of support to navigate parental absence and did not
seem to be aware of the eventual institutional assistance. These responses
fit the model of slantwise reaction. 

Implications for children’s participation and citizenship

According to Delanty (2003), citizenship is a learning process that begins
early in life. It ‘takes place in communicative situations arising out of
quite ordinary life experiences, but it can also arise out of major crises
and catastrophes such as the experience of victimhood or injustice’
(Delanty, 2003: 603). A central dimension of the cognitive experience
of citizenship appears to be ‘the way in which individual life stories are
connected with wider cultural discourses’ (Delanty, 2003: 603). How is
the reciprocal lack of trust between children with migrant parents and
institutions likely to impact their experience of citizenship? What are the
slantwise actions able to tell about children’s notion of participation?

This research suggests that discourses on children with migrant parents
as victims or as uncontrollable agents function as a narrative that shapes
their perception, judgement, choices and, ultimately, their notion of citi-
zenship. Whilst legal and media discourses are gaining legitimisation,
children’s perspectives remain out of sight. The law on guardianship,
informed by a lack of trust in both migrants and their children, does not
require children’s participation in a decision that will influence their life.
Also, those who improved their lives following parent’s migration or who
are coping well with their absence are not represented in the discourse of
child welfare services. In this way, an ideology on transnational families 
is being created: ‘when an account is constructed, inserting a ruling con-
ceptual frame and suppressing the experience of the “subject” of the lived
actuality that the account claims to be about, the account is said to be
ideological’ (Campbell, 2001: 243).

The official discourse of the law, the media and ultimately the family
seem to emphasise the rhetoric of children as objects of care and of
parents acting on their behalf. From the ubiquitous discourse on ‘chil-
dren left behind’, young people internalise a sense of marginality, an
idea of exclusion from a commonly accepted notion of family, a sense
of parental powerlessness in dealing with more structural limitations
and disconnection from the institutional networks. Young people’s dis-
tress ultimately brought about by social and economic processes is
turned into a personal pathology. Social services are in the position to
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assist at individual level and less to question the very structure that
perpetuates the patterns of migration as an individual solution to a
structural lack of choices. It is not by chance that the option of families
and children is to retreat from institutional interactions from which
they appear disconnected anyway. In the web of institutions, these
families remain inaccessible and children help maintain the distance
by reciprocating mistrust or by the escape routes of slantwise actions. 

This chapter calls for a more refined understanding of children’s 
age when discussing migration. Both media and social services tend to
assume the legal definition of the child as a person below 18, an approach
not always sensitive to the situation of those who may not regard them-
selves as children when arrangements on migration are being made. A
hypothetical discourse on ‘youth left behind’ would not attract the same
victimising discourses and need for control, either from the state, its insti-
tutions or from families. By acknowledging the large variety of trans-
national families, more informed policy approaches addressing children
and young people alike could be advanced. 

A condition for children’s participation and citizenship requires
more integrative discourses and mutual trust between children or fam-
ilies and the welfare institutions. This is indeed a challenge, as the
current discourses are objectified and institutionalised. In Hayward’s
terms, the current narrative on ‘children left behind’ is one of the ‘bad
stories’ that cannot simply be radically changed, as ‘the institutional-
isation of identity stories lends them resilience in the face of challenge
and critique’ (Hayward, 2010: 659). The solution would be to change
the very institutions: rules, law and policies, which are the moulds into
which children’s alienation, stigmatisation and exclusion have been
built.

Conclusion

The social construction of children with migrant parents fluctuates
from children being seen as i) victims of economic transition, of poor
state policy and consumption-driven parenting, ii) objects of care in an
official self-governing policy of delegating the responsibility for child-
care to families, or iii) invisible and under-recognised participants in
the transnational dynamics of labour. This situation tends to confirm
the argument that ‘the more one is in a position to make decisions for
children, to speak on their behalf, the more one is able to silence their
voices’ (Lee, 2001: 10). The corollary of this ‘absence of recognition’
(Delanty, 2003: 603) is the lack of trust. 
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It has been argued that in Eastern Europe in general, children and young
people do not seem to trust any big institutions. This was largely linked
with the political past (Roberts, 2009; Vladimirov et al., 1999 cited in
Ådnanes, 2007; Growiec & Growiec, 2010). The current research suggests
that the opposite is also true: institutions do not trust young people, they
are subjected to control, regulation and condescending attitudes. Research
on social work with children in foster care in Denmark also highlights
children’s experiences of control, disciplining and blame instead of
involvement, listening and responsive support (Warming, 2011).

Do children resist the governance exerted upon them in the context
of parental migration and mistrust, or do they submit to the power
exerted upon them by adults and institutions? The response is prob-
lematic, if at all possible. Interviews with young people identifies expe-
riences of resistance and internalised domination as extreme instances
in the exercise of power and trust dynamics. Children with migrant
parents do try to resist outside governance, either by apparently minor
gestures of undermining adult authority or through confrontational
reactions. Also, at times, they may accept the power exerted upon them
by institutions, caregivers or parents. Whilst children with migrant parents
do display reactions that are overtly resistant and mistrustful or, on the
contrary, submissive to the adult exerted governance, their responses 
are not always situated on this axis. This research suggests that in their
various degrees, trust and mistrust are not able to cover the whole spec-
trum of possible ways young people relate to governance. 

Sociology of childhood advanced the understanding that responses
to adult governance are either based on resistance or internalised dom-
ination. Governance of children and young people is grounded in a
semantic area of power, control, resistance, trust and mistrust. How-
ever, seeing children’s reactions to the governance exerted upon them
in exclusively deliberate and confrontational ways provides an unrefined
understanding of children’s experiences that are not necessarily 
antagonistic. 

This chapter has shown that the dichotomies of resistance vs. dom-
ination and trust vs. mistrust are unable to describe children’s reactions
to power that are not always intentional. It suggested that the concept
of slantwise actions initially developed by Campbell and Heyman
(2007) can be used for explaining children’s accidental and uninten-
tional reactions to power and for refining the dichotomy trust vs. 
mistrust. When faced with situations liable to destabilise the some-
times precarious status quo, children and young people with migrant
parents may opt for escape routes. These simultaneously cancel out the
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perceived costs of investing trust and avoid the potential losses of 
mistrust. Any potential benefits are also annulled in what appears to be
an option for autonomy.12

Ultimately, classifying children’s reactions to the power exerted upon
them as being based on trust or mistrust, carries political meaning and is
able to mobilise or prevent interventions. When the notion that children
invariably trust institutions is assumed, potentially adultocratic solutions
for the management of their best interest are likely to follow. Alter-
natively, categorising young people as mistrustful makes them subjected
to disciplining measures. By including the option of slantwise actions, 
or avoidant escape routes that reject the engagement in either trustful or
mistrustful relations, questions about the role of institutions are likely to
follow.

Although in its proposed conceptualisation in Campbell and Heyman
(2007) the notion is more complex, its value for the sociology of child-
hood can be highlighted in at least two directions. First, it is able to be a
more accurate reflection of children and young people’s experiences,
which cannot always be integrated on the resistance vs. internalised
domination axis or into the trust vs. mistrust dichotomy. Second, the
examination of slantwise actions is able to contribute to the debate on
rights vs. welfare policy approaches, while informing the two discourses
by a more nuanced understanding of children’s experiences. The main
limitation of this chapter is being only able to indicate the existence of
actions that do not fit in the pre-existent axis resistance vs. domination or
trust vs. mistrust, without further expansion of the concept. As the value
of looking into the slantwise actions and reactions is manifold, it may be
applied to other areas of inquiry as for example children’s responses to
parental separation, displacement and foster care.

Notes

1 During the paper, interchangeable reference will be made to the terms ‘children/
young people’, as although technically many participants can be considered
‘children’, they do not identify themselves with the term.

2 Reasons may range from the high value of remittances (between 3–5 per cent
of GDP), to higher consumption at home and employment prospects abroad.

3 Here, government is to be understood as ‘the conduct of conduct’.
4 According to Hayward (2010), they are not always reproduced in discursive

forms, but also learned practically, through everyday actions in institutional
contexts.

5 It involves, for instance, high fines for not registering a guardian and impromptu
visits from the social workers when registering.
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6 They stipulate that the guardian has to be a relative with at least the minimum
income guaranteed and at least 18 years older than the child to be cared for,
full physical and psychological capacity, no disabling conditions or previous
parenting convictions, no more than three other children in care.

7 According to Dominelli (2002, cited in Moosa-Mitha, 2005: 386), agency
implies an ‘active self’ that can be used in either positive or negative ways.

8 See, for instance, the depreciatory terms used in Romanian media in order
to denote migrant parents as ‘strawberry pickers’.

9 Situation documented in Romania’s North region of Maramures and in villages
with large non-migrant Roma populations. For similar findings, see also AAS
and UNICEF, 2008 and SFR, 2007.

10 According to Hardin (1992), trust (in its various degrees) is a precondition
for action. 

11 Nevertheless, the paper does not oppose the idea that power is embedded in
children’s lives, that children are living in a condition of ‘naturalised domina-
tion’ (Yanagisako & Delaney, 1995 cited in Campbell & Heyman, 2007: 5) or
that ultimately, childhood is ‘a state of oppression’ (Kitzinger, 2006: 182).

12 Sometimes sustained by pre-existent interpersonal trust.
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9
‘I trust my mom the most’: Trust
Patterns of Contemporary Youth
Mirjana Ule

This chapter examines the effects of changed social relations during the
period of transition on the extent and structure of trust among young
people in Slovenia.1 We proceed from the assumption that a high level of
generalised trust is of crucial importance in motivating young people to
participation and civility. Yet at the same time we find a low level of gen-
eralised trust among young people in Slovenia and a contraction of trust
confined to people from the personal sphere. We discuss the negative
consequences which these circumstances have on young people’s ability
to cope with the hyper-complex social conditions of the modern world
and for their social and political citizenship.

The life experience of young people in modern industrial societies
has undergone fundamental changes over the past two decades. These
changes are partly due to circumstances which transcend national
borders, such as the restructuring of the labour market and the increas-
ing demand for a new, highly specialised, flexible and educated labour
force, as well as social policy measures which have just about every-
where extended the period of dependence of young people on their
families. Some of these changes are specific to the so-called ‘transition
countries’, which moved rapidly from socialism to a market economy
and parliamentary democracy (Ule, 2010).

The central concepts developed by social scientists over the last two
decades to explain the structural changes in growing up and life courses
are the individualisation, de-standardisation and deregulation of growing
up (Heinz, 1997). These concepts are used to cover new institutions for
the socialisation of individuals, the pluralisation of life conditions, pat-
terns and styles of growing up and life courses (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim,
2002). These are not normative concepts which would lead people towards
a more independent way of life, but rather a theoretical description of



factors which shape both the socially structural as well as subjective
level of changes in modern societies. It encompasses the ambivalence
of social and psychological processes and structures produced by this
new phase of modernisation. 

One of the definitive signs of the process of individualisation is that
it also implies the shifting of social demands, responsibility, super-
vision and organisation onto individuals. However, this does not mean
that people for this reason become independent of external control
and social restrictions. On the contrary, individuals remain dependent
in a multitude of ways on the labour market, educational and social
institutions, consumption, legal codes, traffic regulations, urban plan-
ning codes, fashion, and on medical, psychological and educational
advice (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). Thus, individualisation does
not necessarily mean an increase in individual choice and decision-
making, but rather primarily a change in how social control is exerted
(Beck, 1997). Individualisation is thus a hidden force stimulating the
production, shaping and scripting of not only our own biographies,
but also of our social ties and networks in various phases of our life
course, concomitant with ongoing negotiation with others and the
demands of the labour market, educational system and market offerings.

This contemporary blend of coercive forces and freedoms is mani-
fested today at two structural levels: in changes in the valuation of institu-
tions, which are of central importance for the individual, from mid-level
‘community’ institutions (class, family, local community) towards global
social institutions (the labour market, social insurance, educational
system, consumption) and in the change in demands of these institutions
towards individuals; from the precise standardising of individual behav-
iour to an increasingly lax provision of limiting conditions and demands
that each person take responsibility for their lives into their own hands
(Heinz, 2003).

This is the framework within which the social and political recon-
struction of youth has taken place. The majority of the changes took
place over a relatively short period of time, which caused the weaken-
ing of the old, stable frames of reference that used to ensure a fairly
reliable and predictable transition to adulthood; these transitions have
now become uncertain and vague. A key factor and indicator of the
social integration of young people is the degree and extent of their
trust in other people and institutions. That these changes have power-
fully affected the changed nature of growing up is shown by empirical
data. Research on youth in the last two decades in Europe has found
‘tectonic shifts’ in the life orientations and structures of trust among
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young people. There has been a pronounced shift away from big issues;
from the public, and especially the political, to the everyday world 
of immediate life, the personal, family, partners and friends. This trend
is universal, having been found in Scandinavian, Central European,
Mediterranean and Eastern European countries (Leccardi & Ruspini,
2006; Brannen et al., 2002; Biggart & Kovacheva, 2006).

In this chapter I analyse changes and transformations in the life ori-
entations and structures of trust of young people in Slovenia that have
occurred during the transitional period of the past two decades. 
It is true that young people are now liberating themselves from tradi-
tional ties and dependencies, but they are also becoming more and
more subjected to the pressures of other social institutions upon which
they have very little or no influence. These institutions are the labour
market, the educational system, systems of social care and protection,
and systems of social security and health. Youth, which used to be a
privileged societal group in the socialist period, has become the ‘weakest
link’ of the transitional period in Slovenia (Ule, 2010). 

In the first section I analyse the role of trust in social integrations in
modern European societies and emphasise the importance of generalised
trust, and trust in loose ties for the development of civility, tolerance and
sociability in young people. I draw attention to the reduction of gener-
alised trust in former transition countries compared to other European
countries. In the second section I analyse some data on the extent and
structure of trust among young people in Slovenia which indicate a crit-
ical level of generalised trust and trust in institutions in particular. I present
a focus group analysis of trust among young people in Slovenia. In the
concluding section I summarise the findings and observe a connection
between the growing distrust of young people in social and political insti-
tutions and the social exclusion of young people. The growing social
exclusion of young people is in opposition to the demands for increas-
ingly earlier responsibility of the young for their own biographies and
social integration. I conclude that in the absence of changes in key social,
economic and political relationships which keep young people in pos-
itions of social, economic and political dependence, there will be no major
changes in the participation and citizenship of children and youth.

The role of trust in social integration and participation of
young people

In the course of growing up, children and youth develop different forms
of sociability which form the basis for their admission into social and
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political citizenship. Classical authors like Piaget and Kohlberg have already
observed that people acquire the fundamental elements of social capital,
such as norms of reciprocity and generalised trust, in their early periods
of life, and that these remain fairly stable through later life (Piaget, 1965;
Kohlberg, 1981). Longitudinal studies on the effects of investing in the
social capital of young people show that the presence of strong social
capital resources, especially participation in extracurricular activities in
one’s youth, is importantly related to the political and civic behaviour of
the individual as an adult (Smith, 1999). It is interesting that only a few
studies have been devoted to the process of generating social capital in
childhood and youth. In their study of the roots of social capital, Stolle
and Hooghe found ‘[…] that generalised trust can be seen as a relatively
stable characteristic in one’s life: trust levels at age 17 are strongly related
to trust levels at age 34, which means that in order to fully understand
adults’ social capital, we need to shift our attention to the study of youth
[…]’ (Stolle & Hooghe, 2004: 414). 

Trust is an important component of social capital, which I under-
stand as a property of social life that allows participants to be more
effective in their efforts to achieve goals shared with others (Putnam,
2000). However, any form of cooperation requires a certain measure of
trust in the form of expectations of the behaviour of others in uncer-
tain circumstances. Trust and the stabilisation of expectations enable
stable social relations. Cooperation can arise from a clearly felt sense of
collective belonging and solidarity towards others who share the same
collective identity (Cozzolino, 2011). It can also develop as a result of
recurrent mutual contacts (Simmel, 1908), in the course of which norms
of mutuality and trust gradually take shape. Trust is thus manifested 
as being based mainly on past interactions which have the effect of
demonstrating that others are trustworthy (Hardin, 2006). Such coop-
eration can be found in smaller, cohesive communities in which expec-
tations regarding the cooperatively-oriented behaviour of others are a
consequence of effective social control and sanctions. Cooperation is also
tied to the values system and social norms of the actors, who prioritise
socially responsible behaviour.

Of course, the social environment and the actor’s assessment of the
extent to which this environment is worthy of his trust also have a major
influence. In this case we refer to trust in advance (Hardin, 2006), when
the trust is based on the expectation (expressed in terms of probability) of
the future behaviour of others. Since our knowledge about the future
behaviour of others is more than often not perfect, we have to trust them.
Trust is a mechanism for the reduction of uncertainty which arises as a
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consequence of system complexity, inadequate information and the
free will of actors. The decision to trust or not is the result of a more or
less rational reflection done in a specific situation. The degree of trust
in society is thus in the first instance a response to the behaviour of
others, to whether they are worthy of our trust or not. Readiness to
trust is connected significantly with the actors themselves, especially
with their values and positive attitude towards life in general. A lack of
trust towards others can also be reflected through their opportunistic
behaviour. Individuals who do not trust others because they believe
them to be untrustworthy often behave in ways which abuse the trust
placed in them by others. There is a high correlation between trust and
trustworthy behaviour at the aggregate as well as at the individual
levels (Yamagishi & Yamagishi, 1994: 140).

There are also no grounds for arguing that trust should be identical at
the macro, mezzo and micro levels. The macro level characterises rela-
tions among people who do not know one another and who are not
members of the same social networks, hence it does not concern existing
social ties, but rather anonymous or potential ties. The mezzo level is rep-
resented by ties with co-workers, neighbours and members of interest
groups, located in the space between strong and weak social ties. Social
capital at the mezzo level is crucial for mobilising people to collective
action in the workplace and in local communities, and for coordinating
joint projects. At the other end of the continuum, at the micro level, it is
the strong social ties among people who have known each other for a
long time, meet frequently, are in intimate relationships and are included
in intensive relationships of social support (Iglič, 2004). It is an inner
circle of social networks formed by individuals in accordance with their
interpersonal identities. Trust and cooperation at the micro level contri-
bute to the more successful resolution of everyday crises and to the
feeling of belonging and security. At the micro level, social capital is
expressed through inclusion in close-knit networks and the activation of
these ties in social support processes. Cooperation and trust at the macro
level have an important influence on the tolerance of a society and its
ability to resolve conflicts between different social groups, on the func-
tioning of public institutions and on political democracy (Hardin, 2006).
A default trust in other people contributes to the faster change from poss-
ible to actual social ties and to a solidarity which transcends the borders
of existing networks. 

The most commonly used indicators of social capital at the macro level
are generalised trust in people and collective identity, understood as a
sense of belonging and attachment to a certain collectivity. Generalised
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trust is a measure of the degree of trust in anonymous others and is linked
with the value orientations and ethnic identity of the person who trusts. It
arises from altruistic trust (Mansbridge, 1999) and optimistic trust (Uslaner,
2003; Hardin, 2006). Empathy and altruistic trust include well-intentioned
behaviour towards others. They differ only in the view of the intention and
with respect to the free will of the actor. In the case of altruistic trust, the
actor decides to trust despite the associated risk. At the same time, altruistic
trust and empathy are difficult to separate from what Hardin (2006) calls
optimistic trust and Yamagishi and Yamagishi (1994) call cognitive error. In
the case of cognitive error, people trust more than what would be expected
based on an objective assessment of risk. Thus, altruistic trust such as opti-
mism and empathy lead to trust where it would not be expected: it is 
first of all just a character trait (empathy), secondly a more or less stable
attitude of people towards their social environment (optimism) and thirdly
conscious behaviour (altruistic trust).

Optimism takes shape in important ways in the early years and accom-
panies the individual throughout life. Later events and experiences can
change it in a small degree only. For this reason trust, which is closely
connected with an optimistic view of life, is also a relatively stable indi-
vidual trait. Longitudinal studies of trust are rare, but one has shown that
over a period of 17 years, 70 per cent of the population studied remained in
the same category of trust or lack of trust (Uslaner, 2003: 56). Greater
fluctuations at the national level are a reflection of the change of genera-
tions with different experiences. On the other hand, when there are major
changes in trust over the course of a period of adulthood, this change is not
individual but collective, in the sense of a collective response to an impor-
tant change in the environment. A decrease in the degree of optimistic trust
within a given generation or society in general is usually associated with
important political events and a reduction in prosperity, which imbues 
citizens with the feeling that things are taking a turn for the worse and
their life opportunities are worse than before. Thus, Uslaner (2003) shows
that the factors behind the decrease in the level of trust in the USA over the
past four decades are not just generational changes, as asserted by Putnam
(2000), but that this generational change has been accompanied by grow-
ing inequality. We can assume something similar is happening in the case
of a decrease in trust in Slovenia.

Trust represents one of the most important mechanisms for stabilising
expectations, especially in conditions where there is a normative vacuum.
In societies of the late modern, this trust acquires a crucial role: not only
does it fill in social, political and cultural voids, it also appears as a social
binder which attempts to make up for the loss of traditional social ties,
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norms and values. The comparative advantage of particular societies
should be in the willingness and ability of actors to function as agents 
of this linkage (Iglič, 2004). But this opens up an important dilemma of
how to increase the space for the autonomous functioning and network-
ing of individuals, and to achieve synergistic effects of their common
operation without opening the doors wide to particularism and clien-
telism. It seems that the burden of resolving this dilemma rests primarily
on the actors themselves. It is expected of them that in conditions of
greater autonomy they will resolve the conflicting expectations placed
before them by multiple networks to the best of their ability. 

Trust in open, loosely knit networks is thus different from trust in
close-knit networks of strong ties, particularly in the view of expecta-
tions that actors cultivate towards one another. In each case, trust is
understood in the sense of expectations of the behaviour of others. An
important difference is in how high the expectations are set. In closed
networks expectations are high, sometimes even so high that they oblig-
ate another person to perform self-sacrificing and heroic acts. In open
networks expectations are more limited. Actors are not expected to act in
good faith if this requires sacrificing their convictions and interests or viol-
ating social and legal norms. They are expected to act in good faith in a
weaker sense in situations where the interests of others are not encroached
on as a result. In situations where the interests of actors are in conflict,
then the good intentions of others are expressed in respect for the principle
of procedural equality and impartiality.

The extent of trust in others and tolerance toward others is extremely
important for the formation of social cohesiveness. Or, as the classical
philosopher and sociologist Georg Simmel proposed, ‘[…] trust is one of
the most important synthetic forces within society […]’ (Simmel, 1968:
326). What is more, Simmel assumed that trust does not require personal
acquaintance, and thereby enables social interaction and cooperation
with strangers. Or, as Sztompka wrote much later, ‘[…] trust begets trust,
and trust is usually mutual […]’ (Stzompka, 1997: 14).

Cooperation which operates through weak ties takes place without
high expectations of the benevolence of others, since this is restricted
significantly by the morality of universalism, rational reflection, the
interests of other participants and the threat of sanctions. Only under
this condition can interpersonal networks and the sociability encom-
passed within them serve to promote rather than impede development.
In contrast, the encouragement of cohesiveness and integration based
on strong, close ties increases social divisions and decreases social 
integration. 
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It is these expectations, which are based on fairness in the sense of
equal treatment for all, that enable the generalisation of trust. Social
networks and informal exchanges and interactions, no matter how
strong they are, can be counterproductive for social capital if they are
not based on expectations as understood in the weak sense, since only
these enable civility in the sense of positive treatment of those whom
we do not know personally. As Shils (in (Iglič, 2004: 154) notes in his
lecture on the virtue of civil society, the civility of civil society is not
an insignificant thing – whereas the concept of civil society encom-
passes social networks, the participation of citizens and their interaction
with the state, civility is directed at the quality of relationships and how
citizens treat one another. Civility implies inclusion in a common moral
universe by means of which it contributes to greater social integration
and along with that the stabilisation of liberal democracy. 

The characteristic of post-socialist societies is namely this lack of trust
in open networks of loosely knit ties. As with confidence in key institu-
tions of the polity, post-socialist countries also lag well behind Western
democracies in trust in other people (see Figure 9.1).
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Figure 9.1 Differences in the degree of generalised trust (confidence in the
political system and trust in people) in EU countries (on a scale of 1–10)



In answer to the question ‘do you think we can trust most people, or
is it necessary to be cautious?’, in Slovenia there was a strong tendency
towards ‘it is necessary to be very cautious’. This situation was in con-
trast to the situation in Scandinavian countries, which taken as an
aggregate tend to be most strongly oriented towards the position ‘most
people can be trusted’ (Miheljak, 2002). Many researchers consider this
low level of trust in open, loosely knit networks in institutions and people
in general in Eastern European countries as a fundamental problem of the
post-socialist consolidation of democracy (Sztompka, 1997).

A crucial problem of post-socialist Eastern Europe is the problem of
ownership transformations and the related emergence of new owners.
This is not only a moral problem but even more a social and psycho-
logical one: a problem of values and identity, which Eastern European
countries still feel after two decades of ownership transformation. The
processes of transforming property ownership are not excessive but an
entirely normal and legally legitimate practice. The problem is that the
existing legal vacuum opens up a manoeuvring space for various other
forms of semi-legal operations. The result of these processes, in the absence
of stable legal norms, is corrupt activity. Slovenia, whose typically Central
European values had been fairly resistant to corruptive phenomena, was
also unprepared for this. As a result, people were unaccustomed to these
practices and reacted with a loss of generalised trust in the system and
national institutions. 

Whom do young people in Slovenia trust the most?

A comparison of data on young people in Slovenia and data from public
opinion surveys of the general population indicates that where trust
among the general population is low, it is even lower among young
people (Ule, 2010). Different studies of representative samples of the
youth population during different time periods indicate that trust in the
personal sphere (parents, friends) has increased over the last decade while
generalised and institutional trust has decreased (Ule & Kuhar, 2008; 
see Table 9.1).

Slovenia is a country characterised by strong family ties, which places it
in the Southern European (Mediterranean) cultural model (Ule, 2004).
The centre of gravity for young people is already by definition limited to
the family and private sphere and not the public sphere and workplace.
The development of the culture and leisure industry relies on this fact. 
It is not just a question of the ideology of the personal, but also the 
real process and realistic possibility for shaping one’s life situation (Ule,
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Table 9.1 Responses of young people in Slovenia in 1995, 2000 and 2008 to the question: ‘How much do you trust the 
following?’ (per cent of respondents in Slovenia that trust ‘a lot’ or ‘completely’)

Youth 1995 Youth 2000 Youth 2008

Not at all Completely Not at all Completely Not at all Completely

Parents 0.9 33.7 1.1 45.8 0.0 55.6

Siblings 5.6 26.2 3.7 38.6 2.8 28.9

Schools, educational institutions 9.1 1.3 5.8 2.2 4.5 4.3

Political parties 32.2 0.0 51.2 0.2 42.2 0.0

Leading politicians 29.6 0.1 45.6 0.7 31.1 0.0

Media (newspapers, TV) 7.8 0.9 18.7 2.8 17.8 1.1

Friends 0.3 27.8 0.5 41.2 0.0 28.9

Priests and church 36.1 2.1 37.9 5.3 68.9 2.2

Courts of law 8.2 2.8 2.9 13.1 8.9 0.0

Source: Ule, 1995, 2010.



1998). This process began in the second half of the twentieth century with
the transformation of patriarchal family models into permissive models in
family life. Today the family serves as a place of refuge and shelter from the
stresses of the wider world, which in highly competitive societies are surely
not small. Long-term upbringing becomes possible since there is no longer
a need for authoritarian control and the constant monitoring and mainten-
ance of generational rules. This is the result of changing the family into a
leisure time and consumer unit in a society of services (Ule, 2004). Parents
thus devote themselves increasingly to the specific personality, emotional
and cognitive traits of their children, and less and less to attempts to adjust
the child to the characteristics of the local environment (An-Magritt &
McKee, 2003; Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Wyness, 2000).

To highlight subjective experiences about trust dynamics among
young people in Slovenia, we used the qualitative method of focus
groups. Focus groups are more sensitive than quantitative methods,
since they uncover people’s feelings, beliefs, experiences and reactions
in a manner not possible using questionnaire surveys. Focus groups
enable us to see young persons as actors who are in charge of giving
meaning to their lives. They are particularly good at discovering the
assumptions underlying participants’ attitudes, of which the partici-
pants may not be aware until they discuss a topic with others. They are
often forced to reflect on their standpoints and elaborate on their
answers. Focus groups offer a unique research advantage because they
stimulate everyday interpersonal conversation that tends to make par-
ticipants more comfortable with the research process. 

The study was carried out in 2010. The young people who took part
in our focus groups came from different target environments: the
capital of Slovenia, suburbs of the capital and two non-urban regions.
We chose four different environments to maximise the differences
among the target population, hoping to stimulate the full range of atti-
tudes towards trust. Altogether there were 15 focus groups with 79 par-
ticipants. 36.5 per cent of the participants were male, 63.5 per cent
were female. The participants were between 21 and 25 years old. 

The questions that guided the focus group were as follows:

1. What does trust mean for you? Do you think that you trust people
in general? 

2. Who is the most trustworthy person for you? Why this person in
particular?

3. To what extent do you trust public institutions, for example, educa-
tional, medical, social, political, media? 
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4. What is happening today with trust, does it seem to you that it is
changing? 

The main findings of the qualitative study were as follows:

Trust is defined by young people as a virtue and value and it is linked
to interpersonal relations. Trust is associated with security and inter-
dependence;

‘Trust for me is a value based on the knowledge that another person
will take you seriously, treat you with respect and without prejudice,
and always try to do what’s best for you.’ (Female 122)

‘It’s important since it gives you a sense of security and the feeling
that you’re not alone.’ (Female 1)

‘It seems to me that if you don’t trust people and society, society
excludes you for being different.’ (Male 15)

These statements indicate that young people expect that trust in others 
will bring them greater social security and enable social inclusion, which
is also a basic condition for their participation in civil society and for their
seeing and feeling themselves to be citizens with, in a democratic society
at least, the same rights and responsibilities as every other citizen. Young
people strongly associate trust with self-confidence;

‘I think trust is a very important virtue. But I would say that people
first have to have trust in themselves.’ (Female 11)

For the majority of interviewees the most trustworthy figures are parents,
especially mothers;

‘My parents are the most trustworthy people for me, especially my
mom.’ (Female 9)

‘I also trust my mom the most. She’s always helped me and I think
she always will, in all areas.’ (Female 11)

‘Definitely my mom. Because she has demonstrated that she’s worthy
of my trust.’ (Male 18)

In particular, young people emphasise the unconditional help from
their mothers;

‘Mom, I’d say … she just knows the best way to help and I can tell
her a lot of things.’ (Female 37)
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‘Sure, that’s true, mom is always there and always ready to help, even
when something may not be to her liking, I can always count on
her.’ (Male 8)

The family is clearly a strong supportive and empathic environment for
young people. The family remains a well-placed institution for building 
relationships of trust since it can offer a nurturing atmosphere of caring
which allows for partners’ mutual disclosure, a necessary condition for
trust (Gonzales-Mena & Eyer, 2004). Parents and especially mothers are
the only people that young people can defy without losing their love and
trust (Misztal, 1998). The intimate sphere can enable above all the build-
ing of basic trust, a feeling of ontological security for the individual, trust
in the continuity of our personal identity and the predictability of every-
day interactions.

As part of the qualitative study we also conducted five focus groups
with the mothers of the young people surveyed and asked them what
they thought about the trust placed in them and the longer period of
dependence on parents by young people. 

What does children’s trust mean to mothers?

‘Having your child’s trust is definitely a sign that you’re doing the
right thing. I’m sometimes worried that my child will not turn to
me for help.’ (Mom 7)

‘It means a lot if they trust me, it’s the best thing that can happen
…’ (Mom 15)

‘I like having their trust, it’s a good feeling if children trust you, you have
the feeling that you know what is going on in their lives.’ (Mom 21)

To what extent did mothers trust their own parents when they were
young, has it changed?

‘No, I never placed a lot of trust in mine and I never confided in
them.’ (Mom 2) 

‘We were different; the times were also different, less stressful.’ (Mom 3)

‘I never talked about problems with my parents. I had much more super-
vision and a lot fewer choices, I had significantly less freedom.’ (Mom 10)

Based on these responses we could conclude that mothers do not see
the great trust placed in them by their children as a problem; on the
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contrary, they are proud of it and are thus willing to share even more
of their resources (emotional, time, material) with their children. Mothers
of the current generation of youth belong to the generation of women
who were the first to enrol in large numbers in university studies and
who wanted to become independent as quickly as possible. They usually
left home with clear ideas of what they wanted to achieve in life. But
today they feel that conditions for their children are different, and that
growing up is riskier. They also believe that young people today are more
fragile psychologically than they were themselves, with less life experi-
ence than that which young people had in their time. They consider
them less capable of solving financial and other difficulties, and hence
they support their children when the latter decide to continue living 
at home. They interpret this desire as a strategy to reduce external risks.
For this reason they also support the independence of young people 
in the family. We find similar reasoning elsewhere in Europe (Leccardi &
Ruspini, 2006). 

How do young participants in the focus group justify the observation
that people in general are not to be trusted? 

In the opinion of young people, trustworthiness must be demonstrated;

‘I think it’s increasingly difficult to trust in today’s world and
society. So it’s important to find that person you can tell everything
to, and know that they will not disappoint you or take advantage of
your trust.’ (Male 5)

Young people refer to the bad intentions of the system’s institutions 
or to the selfishness and greed of people, often in connection with the
nature of society as a whole; 

‘I also don’t trust anyone. It seems to me that everyone just looks
after their own interests, not the public good.’ (Male 22)

‘Less and less, definitely! Because even public agencies are increasingly
subordinated to capital and losing their primary mission. I don’t trust
them much at all, when you see what’s happening it really makes you
think.’ (Male 26)

The belief prevails that today’s society is rife with various fraudsters
and scammers; 

‘I don’t even get involved in politics anymore, I think all politicians
are greedy and thieving, I have a little more trust in educational
institutions.’ (Female 11)
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‘Sure, in a capitalist society we’ve all become individualists and materi-
alists … and we’re less trusting of everything we hear.’ (Female 12)

Institutional and generalised trust has a very low value;

‘I don’t trust politicians at all; they only work for their own benefit.
For that reason I also don’t bother to vote.’ (Female 6)

‘I have practically no confidence in them, since they all always have
some interests of their own and in most cases they just work to advance
their own welfare and not the welfare of others.’ (Male 3)

These statements are a reflection of the fairly widespread mistrust 
of young people towards politics. This is also shown by data from other
studies in Slovenia (Kuhar, 2005). For as long as this attitude towards
politics remains unreflective upon, it represents a reason for their pol-
itical passivity and renouncement of their rights and duties of citizen-
ship, for example voting. They draw attention to negative experience
as a reason for a lack of trust; this can also be the experience of associated
people, for example parents. 

‘No institution, not even ones for social welfare, serves only its (original)
purpose, they all serve themselves, that’s why I don’t trust them.’
(Female 12)

The level of trust in advance and in general is thus quite low among
young people in Slovenia. Trust is particular and based on experience,
requiring a process of demonstration. Latent social critiques which 
are expressed in the statements provided are not sufficiently articulated
and present in public to be a mobilising factor for youth. Since there 
is no significant youth civil society movement in Slovenia which
would offer the opportunity for at least alternative political activation
of young people, there is a danger of social and political isolation 
of youth and a change of social criticism into pre-political forms 
of public activity (chauvinism, interethnic intolerance, hate speech 
in public). This situation is not good for the development of a demo-
cratic society since it opens the door to dangerous forms of political
populism and totalitarianism. In The Origins of Totalitarianism (1962),
Hanne Arendt equated political isolation with ‘[…] impotence 
insofar as power always comes from men acting together, “acting in
concert” (Burke); isolated men are powerless by definition’ (Arendt,
1962: 474). 

One of the main reasons for the absence of generalised trust in Slovenia
as well as in other Eastern European countries is definitely the set of
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negative perceptions of the processes of modernisation and transition.
Some call this the negative experience of transition. This is the con-
viction that people have internalised the materialist orientation of con-
temporary society and that selfishness has become a basic operating
principle for most people. For this reason people are not to be trusted
since the expectation is that their goal is to advance their own interests
even or indeed primarily at the expense of others’ interests. The experi-
ence of transition, both personally and socially from socialism to post-
socialism, causes a strong increase in the amount of uncertainty on the
one hand and the quantity of experience on the other. It is the per-
ception of new types of risk in the face of which the individual does
not feel sufficiently protected (Ilišin, 2007; Ule, 2010). If the thesis
regarding the transition effect holds, then the low level of trust in
these spaces might be of a transitional nature, but it is not clear 
how long this transition or period of adjustment will last. Trust or 
lack thereof is a fairly stable trait of individuals, and any change is
usually associated with the collective dynamics of the degree of trust,
for example a consequence of an increase or decrease in general social
welfare. 

Conclusion: The absence of generalised trust as a response
of young people to hyper-complex social conditions

Research on youth in Slovenia shows a low level of generalised trust
and trust in the fundamental institutions of modern societies and
states (Ule & Rener, 2001). The immediate environment of life, in par-
ticular the family, is the only world which is truly important to young
people and which they trust. The personal sphere is increasingly
becoming a place of self-realisation for children and young people and
not a place of duties and obligations. For this reason trust in the per-
sonal also has a sociopolitical significance for young people. But this is
a phenomenon with ambiguous effects. The accessibility or absence of
a family support network reproduces social inequality and creates a gap
between those who are well equipped and those who are not. For this
reason one of the most important factors of social differentiation of
young people today is the existence of family support. 

A turning inward to the personal sphere and the family is also sup-
ported by contemporary neoconservative ideologies and national policies.
This trend most likely has its background also in the crisis of welfare soci-
eties in Western Europe and in the transition processes in Eastern Europe
(Spannring et al., 2008). However, external factors would not have this

Mirjana Ule 189



strong effect were it not for the attractiveness of the family and the 
personal for youth. The reasons for this shift should be sought in the
changed contractual relationships between parents and children. This 
is shown in the liberalisation of parenting styles and in increasingly 
informal and personal relationships between adults and youth. Parents
have less and less need for a formal demonstration of authority. Very
early on, a relationship of partnership is established between parents and
their growing children. Parents become confidants and counsellors for
their children when the latter have psychological or financial difficulties, 
as well as strong advocates for their children in the public sphere and
institutions (Ule, 2004; Maccoby & Martin, 1983). Here we have organised
lobbying in mind in which parents as a group apply pressure to cultural
and educational institutions from outside in order to improve oppor-
tunities for their children. Whereas youth in the 1970s and 1980s rejected
this conceptual world as a space of control and coercion, today it seems
they accept it with open arms. The difference is that parents have
achieved a kind of contractual relationship in which children fulfil their
desires for social advancement without resisting much. Parents must
protect and support their offspring long past the period of psycho-
social maturity. Today parents are perhaps even more dependent on their 
children than the other way around, since the self-image of many parents
is closely linked to the success in life of their children (Beck, 1997; Ziehe,
1991; Ule, 1998). 

The changed life circumstances of youth in the late modern society
are thus hyper-complex, and hard to perceive and unmanageable for
young people. The growing uncertainty of transitions to adulthood is a
common denominator of youth across Europe (Walther, 2006). State
and public support systems do not always operate in accordance with
the needs and concerns of all young people. Strategies of systemic
inclusion have lost legitimacy. The loss of security, which was once
inseparably connected to institutional paths and transitions, means
that the risk of mistaken strategies can appear even when a young
person follows tried and tested institutional paths, for example by
finishing their schooling, but then finding that their education and
training do not suit the actual needs of the labour market. It is only a
short step from uncertainty regarding the achievement of social inclu-
sion to the question of what it even is. The same factors can affect the
course of life in a restrictive or a liberating way. Besides the standard
factors such as social and national origin and gender, the importance
of nonstandard factors, such as sociocultural capital, communicative
skills and emotional stability, is growing. 
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This development has a distinctly dark side; (young) people are becom-
ing increasingly overwhelmed by social conflicts and contradictions, and
feeling them more directly, without the protection of social buffers pro-
vided by intermediate institutions of earlier periods of modernisation such
as peers, subculture, class consciousness and belonging. The response of
most young people to hyper-complex life situations is an implosion into
the personal and a policy of reducing risk in life choices. The changed
attitude towards the public and the private is a common social phenome-
non characteristic of all modern youth. When competitiveness and selec-
tive admission to prestigious schools and suitable employment become
increasingly stronger, family emotional support and family social net-
works are crucially important (Baethge, 1996; Ule & Rener, 2001).

In the struggle for at least temporary success in this strongly unequal
encounter of young people with the hyper-complex systems of capital
and social power, participation in decision-making and social influence 
is critical. In democratic societies the institution of citizenship takes care
of this. The concept of citizenship has become an analytical instrument
for understanding the position of exclusion and marginalisation in recent
decades. In accordance with modern concepts we distinguish among
political, civil and social citizenship. In the view of Wallace and Jones
(1992) only indirect political and social citizenship, tied to the economic
dependence on parents and the absence of political action, is possible for
youth. If young people as a heterogeneous social group have anything in
common, it is this impeded or prohibited access to full citizenship. When
social exclusion of youth is systemic and not random; when responsibil-
ity for one’s biography must be taken increasingly earlier in childhood
and children must be mature enough for important decisions; this impeded
access or exclusion of young people from rights of citizenship implies
arrogance and cynicism. This is destructive for citizenship identity and
the sense of belonging.

It is also in direct contradiction to the demand of the late modern
that each individual is reflexively in charge of his or her own biograph-
ical project as early as possible, which requires sociopolitical responsi-
bility and accountability: this is impossible to achieve if the individual
lacks the necessary citizenship rights and obligations. For this reason, it
is meaningless to talk about how young people should again become
social subjects and how we can help them in addressing their problems
and risks. First we need a change in the conditions that keep young
people in a position of social, economic and political dependence, and
which today perhaps even more than in traditional societies impose
social immaturity and prolonged dependency on young people. 

Mirjana Ule 191



Notes

1 In this contribution we will use the term trust throughout the text, although
some distinctions could be made between trust and confidence in terms of
Luhmann’s proposal. For a discussion on this distinction please see Chapter 1
and Chapter 7 in this book.

2 The interviewees are denoted by the numbers. 
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XX(46/47), pp. 149–75.
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Conclusion: Potentials, Challenges
and Limitations of the Trust
Approach
Hanne Warming

The ambition of this book was to explore how the concept of trust can
contribute to the analysis and theoretical conceptualisation of children’s
participation, citizenship and life quality. This ambition has been fulfilled
through a collection of chapters, which provides a range of diversity both
concerning the theoretical conceptualisation of trust, and with regard to
national contexts and subsystem types (see Introduction and Bronfen-
brenner, 1979, 1994), that is analysed. Although this diversity indeed was
intended, it also presents something of a challenge when it comes to draw-
ing general conclusions from the book. I shall nevertheless venture to
draw a three-pronged overall conclusion from the research presented in
the foregoing chapters. First, we may conclude that trust dynamics are
spatially1 contextualised. Second, the chapters clearly show that the con-
cept of trust is potentially extremely valuable in analysing and theorising
about children’s participation, citizenship and life quality. However, it
also has a number of limitations and requires further theoretical develop-
ment. Third, both the potential of the trust concept, as well as its limita-
tions and the need for further theoretical development, are a result of 
the many theoretical definitions of trust that exist and of the spatial 
contextualisation of trust dynamics.

In the Introduction, I referred to a literature review of articles dealing
with trust in childhood research journals, which revealed that trust and
related concepts tend to be very vaguely defined and often not explicitly
conceptualised (Christensen, forthcoming). This finding is quite surprising,
given that scientific articles are usually required to provide clear definitions
of key concepts. It may be that researchers and reviewers take for granted
that everybody knows what trust is. Indeed, most people are familiar with
the term ‘trust’, and often use it in everyday life. However, Chapter 3 by
Grosse and Warming and Chapter 9 by Ule show that the everyday usage
of the word covers a wide range of different meanings. These include: inner



security, a feeling of safety (absence of fear or anxiety), confidence, familiar-
ity, positive expectations, predictability and a moral attitude. Theories of
trust mirror this diversity, but they do this by prioritising one or only a few
everyday meanings rather than engaging with the complexity of meanings
surrounding the term. Luhmann’s theorising is, to some extent, an excep-
tion, as he covers all of these dimensions apart from the notion of trust as a
moral attitude (due to his functionalistic approach). However, in his theoris-
ing, not all these dimensions are conceptualised as trust, but rather as dif-
ferent, though related, phenomena. In addition, he introduces another quite
different definition of trust as the ‘opening of risk alternatives’ (Baraldi &
Farini, Chapter 7; Luhmann, 1988, 1991). Thus, it is possible to make a 
distinction between theoretical definitions of trust, which reflect the diverse
everyday usage of the term, and Luhmann’s approach in which trust is
explicitly defined as involving risk acknowledgement and acceptance, 
distinguishing it from confidence and familiarity (Luhmann, 1988). Con-
nected to this, a further distinction is evident between on the one hand 
psychological concepts of trust, and on the other hand micro- and macro-
sociological concepts of trust. It is primarily the former that have informed
everyday understandings and usages of the term.

The collection of chapters in this book together illustrate the useful-
ness both of the more familiar everyday understandings of trust, and
the Luhmannian definitions. They further show that this abundance of
definitions enables analysis of the different dimensions of, and dynamics
shaping, children’s participation, citizenship and life quality. 

Trust as an inner feeling

Many of the theories which reflect everyday meanings address trust 
as an inner feeling. This includes the theory of basic trust (Erikson,
1950), the theory of attachment patterns and inner security (Ainsworth
et al., 1978) and – when empirically investigated – the distinction between
‘particularised trust’ and ‘general trust’ (Uslaner, 2002). 

Contributions from psychology on trust as an inner feeling

The theory of basic trust, and the theory of attachment patterns which
may be regarded as a more developed version of the former, have been
especially influential in much research on trust dynamics in children’s
lives. This includes Chapters 1, 3, 4 and 5 in this book, however these
chapters are also critical of the traditional developmental psychological
perspective which regards children as passive objects of adults’ agency,
and overlooks the impact of the historical and cultural context.
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These theories suggest that basic trust is essential to the child’s well-
being and resilience, which is his or her capacity to act and to overcome
risk factors (Schaffer, 1992; Clauss-Ehler, 2004), including the late modern
threat against ontological security (Giddens, 1990). According to the theory
of attachment patterns, the development of this protective and empower-
ing feeling of inner security is determined by early attachment patterns
(Ainsworth et al., 1978; Koester & McCray, 2011). This empirically well
documented theory (see Chapter 3) provides important insights into the
development and significant role of basic trust in children’s lives; how-
ever, this book highlights the need to move beyond the prevailing indi-
vidualistic and familial approaches in order to replace this view of children
as passive objects of adult agency with an understanding of the child as
an agent. In Chapter 1, I point to these limits of the theory as seen from
an ontological position within the new childhood studies. These points
are then substantiated and exemplified through the empirical analyses in
Chapters 3, 4, 5, 6 and 8.

Psychological dynamics of trust as spatially contextualised

Ule (see Chapter 9) points to a correlation between historical changes in
discourses on appropriate parenting styles which have, in turn, shaped
intra-family intergenerational power relations; and generational differ-
ences in young people’s confidence in their parents. This finding suggests
that the development of basic trust is influenced by the historically
shaped discursive context for parenting and intergenerational power 
relations, and is thus spatially contextualised. Likewise, Turton argues in
Chapter 4 that although family abuse in itself violates the development
of basic trust, a discursive context which excommunicates such experi-
ences and thereby renders them unintelligible and guilt infested, exacer-
bates this trust violation. 

Yet the social context can also play a protective role. Based on data
from Sweden, Grosse and Warming describe in Chapter 3 how the histor-
ical normalisation of divorce has meant that in these countries this event
no longer harms the development of basic trust, as seemed to be the case
earlier and still may be in other countries. Social norms about what is
‘normal’, ‘acceptable’ and ‘desirable’ influence parents’ ways of parenting
as well as children’s perceptions of their life situation, including their
relationship to their parents and their opportunities for agency and by
extension for developing basic trust. 

Another example of a protective societal context is one which other
supportive and caring adults offer the child the security and trust it needs
in cases where its parents do not. This can occur, for instance, in com-
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munities characterised by high levels of social capital, where neighbours,
teachers, adult friends and/or extended family members play a supportive
role. It may also occur in contexts where a child-friendly and responsive
welfare system exists. Grosse and Warming provide empirical examples of
such protective contexts, revealing how they enable the child’s agency by
providing it with a feeling of security. 

Chapters 5 and 6 by Pinkney and Christensen, respectively, reveal how
New Public Management, which has many different manifestations des-
pite being a global trend across the developed world (Pollitt & Bouchaert,
2011), hampers social workers’ ability to offer children this important
support. This is due, in particular, to two features of New Public Manage-
ment: 1) power relations which disempower children (see Chapter 1 by
Warming and Chapter 2 by Moran-Ellis & Sünker), and 2) the fact that
under the New Public Management, time with clients becomes a scarce
resource due to institutional logics that force system representatives 
to focus on other issues (see Chapter 5 by Pinkney and Chapter 6 by
Christensen). These dynamics are detrimental to the social space of social
work with children because they undermine trust, which is based on choice
and mutuality and takes time to be built up. We will return to these points
shortly.

Directions for future research on trust as an inner feeling

Over 20 years ago, Giddens (1991) highlighted that people’s need for
basic trust as a precondition for wellbeing and agency is historically and
geographically specific, inasmuch as it is connected to the late modern
challenge to individuals’ ontological security. However, the empirical
analyses in this book also show that the development of basic trust is spa-
tially contextualised. Thus, in terms of future research, we see a pressing
need for empirical studies on the development of basic trust as a spatially
contextualised phenomenon. This includes investigating how politics,
organisational and institutional structures, power relations and discourses
shape children’s development of basic trust and feelings of security. 

Although the finding that the development of trust – including basic
trust, particularised trust and trust dispositions – is spatially contextu-
alised should not be revolutionary to sociologists, the relationship between
trust, space and place is nevertheless seriously under-theorised. Possible
pathways for such theorising include Bronfrenbrenner’s ecological system
theory (Bronfrenbrenner, 1979, 1994), which inspired the structure of
this book (see Introduction); and Bourdieu’s relational theory of prac-
tice, including his concept of habitus (Bourdieu, 1985, 1989; Bourdieu &
Wacquant, 1992; Bourdieu et al., 1999), as suggested in Chapter 1. Here,
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it is crucial to acknowledge the impact of the generational order, both
as a discursive construction of child-adult relations (exemplified by Ule 
in Chapter 9) and as institutionalised sanctioned power materialised in
rights, as outlined in Chapter 2 by Moran-Ellis and Sünker, who focus 
on adults’ trust in children.

Another fruitful avenue might be to further explore the potential of the
concepts of bridging and bonding social capital (Putnam, 2000) which in
empirical research are often measured using the concepts of generalised
and particularised trust (Uslaner, 1999). Unlike the concept of basic trust,
these concepts are based on a sociological approach to trust as ‘a property
of collective units’, as suggested by Lewis and Weigert (1985: 986), although
when studied empirically they are often measured as an inner feeling ‘that
another can be trusted’. This inner feeling reflects Fukuyama’s definition
of trust as socially (re)produced: ‘the expectation that arises within a com-
munity of regular, cooperative behavior, based on commonly shared norms’
(Poulsen & Svendsen, 2005: 2; see also Fukuyama, 1995). Thus, these con-
cepts help us move the concept of trust as an inner feeling towards a 
more sociological understanding. Moreover, empirical research suggests
that levels of generalised trust are significantly higher in social democratic
than in conservative and liberal welfare regimes (Larsen, 2007: 84),2 sug-
gesting that the development of generalised trust depends on social redistri-
bution mechanisms (see also Chapter 9 by Ule). This statistical correlation
calls for qualitative studies and theories that can help us understand the
mechanisms behind it.

A processual approach to trust

The concept of basic trust, and the distinction between particularised
and generalised trust, view trust as a ‘state’, either in term of a personal
structure developed during the first years of a child’s life, or as a societal
feature. However, several of the chapters in this book document the
analytical power of a processual approach to trust in conceptualising
children’s life quality, participation and citizenship. 

Trust building: Facilitation and relation specific trust 

The analytical power of a processual approach is documented in Baraldi
and Farinis’ analysis in Chapter 7, which provides an in-depth, commu-
nicative analysis of the trust building process in an educational context,
from a Luhmannian perspective. This analysis illustrates how trust build-
ing can facilitate children’s engaged and empowered participation. The
chapter also shows that it is possible to move from a state of distrust and
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conflict towards an atmosphere of trust and cooperation, and illustrates
how this move can be promoted by personal commitment and willingness
on the part of the facilitator to take the first steps in risking (commun-
ication of) trust. Based on this analysis, Baraldi and Farini suggest that the
cultural precondition for trust building is that an interaction should be
coded as facilitating risk, that is enabling opportunities for risk-taking rather 
than closing them down through assessment and control. This promotes 
children’s engagement and willingness to take the risk to trust. More
specifically, this may be done using ‘questions that open alternatives for
adolescents’ actions and highlight adults’ trust in their agency, feedback
questions that verify and explore the meanings of adolescents’ interpreta-
tions, and formulations that both demonstrate responsiveness to adoles-
cents’ needs and open alternatives for their actions’ (Baraldi & Farini,
Chapter 7). Thus, this analysis does not only demonstrate the importance
of trust in facilitating children’s agency, but also sheds light on how trust
building can be promoted in order to empower children to participate. 

Christensen, in Chapter 6, likewise illustrates the role of mediators in
trust building using the example of a social worker who positions herself
between the social care system and the child by displaying personal engage-
ment and trust in the child. The social worker builds up a trusting rela-
tionship with the child which allows ‘working trust’ (see Baraldi & Farini,
Chapter 7) between the social care system and the child, and enables the
child’s agency by reducing the complexity of the social system. In this
example, working trust, and the resulting reduction of complexity, is only
possible due to the mediating role played by the social worker. This is, first
of all, because the child only trusts the specific social worker in question,
not the social care system as such. Second, the child is met only with trust,
since the mediator shields the child from distrustful, patronising and con-
trolling attitudes on the part of other system representatives and system
logics. This is neither system trust bound to a specific social worker; nor
personal trust bound to social care for the child, though over time it may
develop into both. Instead, it must be regarded as ‘relationship specific
trust’ bound to a specific issue: in this case social care for the child and a
relationship between two specific persons. 

Potential of and future directions for research into facilitation 
and relationship specific trust

Baraldi and Farini’s in-depth analysis and theorising of the communica-
tive dynamics involved in trust building as a way to facilitate children’s
engaged participation offers an excellent starting point for further empirical
analysis of – and research based supervision of – adult facilitation of
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children’s participation and citizenship. Such research might benefit
from further theorising of the connections between trust, facilitation
and citizenship by integrating theories of citizenship more explicitly.
Another way to develop this approach might be to include non-verbal
communication in the analysis, for example by studying how non-
verbal properties of utterances interact with linguistic ones, a dimension
that is often largely ignored, according to Wharton (2009). 

In Chapter 6, Christensen points out the need for theoretical develop-
ment to understand trust as processual, that is something built up over
time, rather than as a fixed state. He argues that we need to rethink exist-
ing definitions of trust with a view to moving away from a trust – distrust
dichotomy and towards a continuum. In Chapter 8, Pantea points to a
further limitation of the trust approach:

Whilst children with migrant parents do display reactions that are overtly
resistant and mistrustful or, on the contrary, submissive to the adult
exerted governance, their responses are not always situated on this
axis. This research suggests that in their various degrees, trust and mis-
trust are not able to cover the whole spectrum of possible ways young
people relate to governance.

(Pantea, Chapter 8)

Thus, a pressing task for future research into the impact of trust building
on children’s lives, participation and citizenship is to develop definitions
of trust in terms of a continuum, but also to theorise about how chil-
dren’s actions may not always be intelligible in terms of such a con-
tinuum. Regarding the latter, Pantea suggests the concept of ‘slantwise
actions’ (Campbell & Heyman, 2007). This concept, she argues, might offer
a fruitful way to theorise about children’s accidental and unintentional
reactions and thus to nuance the trust-mistrust dichotomy in a way which
transcends such a continuum. 

The finding that relationship specific trust differs from system trust
and personal trust is an important dimension of the notion of trust as
a continuum. Notably, it raises the important question: How and under
which circumstances can relationship specific trust develop into system
trust and personal trust? 

Combining a processual approach with predispositions for trust:
Another future direction for research into trust building

While Baraldi and Farini’s analysis of trust building focuses exclusively on
communication processes, Christensen argues that we need to acknow-

200 Conclusion



ledge that what happens in the situated process of trust building is con-
ditioned by the participants’ dispositions for trust. The temporal dimension
of trust – the trust building process – not only concerns the present and the
future, but also the past inasmuch as it impinges upon a person’s disposi-
tions for trust. Such an understanding is in line with Pinkney’s observation
that children in contact with the social care system often have sound
reasons to be particularly cautious about trusting adults because of their
lived experiences of abuse and trust violation (Chapter 5). In such cases, she
argues, the trust building process is particularly challenging, and demands
more time, effort and emotional engagement from the social worker.
Christensen adds that the social worker her/himself likewise can be more or
less predisposed towards trust (Chapter 6). He further claims that the tem-
poral dimension of trust, in term of a pre-disposed process of relational
trust building and of becoming (system) trustful, is quite under-theorised.
Moran-Ellis and Sünker (Chapter 2) emphasise that to understand adults’
dispositions for (not) trusting children we need to acknowledge the inter-
generational power which favours adults, and incorporate this in our theo-
rising. Trusting children involves renouncing control of outcomes, which
might not be in the adults’ interest, they argue. Thus, the temporal dimen-
sion of trust as a process conditioned by predispositions must be supple-
mented by an analysis of power relations.

Christensen’s empirical analysis in Chapter 6 documents the power of
Luhmann’s definition of trust for understanding the situated positions in
which social workers carry out their work with children in positions 
at risk. Yet Luhmann’s definition is inadequate with regard to the tem-
poral dimension called for in Christensen’s account, and the power per-
spective highlighted by Moran-Ellis and Sünker. Luhmann’s shortcomings
in terms of the temporal dimension are not surprising, as seen from 
a Luhmannian systems theoretical perspective ‘individuals’ past experi-
ences cannot predict the form of a communication system, which is 
produced only through communication’ (Baraldi & Farini, Chapter 7).
Thus, theorising of the temporal dimension, as called for by Christensen,
must go beyond Luhmann’s approach, either by introducing an alter-
native definition of trust, or by re-reading the Luhmannian concept of
trust in a way that detaches it from systems theory. 

Regarding the former, the challenge is that trust is usually theorised as a
state rather than a process, with the exception of Giddens. While the trust
building process according to Luhmann is usually fragmentary (Jalava,
2001: 3), Giddens’ definition of trust building emphasises continuity and
facework commitments between actors who know one another, which 
are shaped by their personality (their degree of basic trust and ontological
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security) which is, in turn, grounded in early childhood (Giddens, 1990,
1991). Thus, Giddens’ perspective on trust offers a potentially fruitful
avenue for further theorising about the temporal dimensions of trust. 

In terms of detaching the Luhmannian concept of trust from systems
theory, in Chapter 1, I undertake a Bourdieu-inspired re-reading of
Luhmann with a view to outlining one possible way to do this. My
approach enables a critical analysis that is capable of addressing power
relations, and which I believe holds great potential for theorising about
the impact of intergenerational power on trust dynamics in relation to
children’s participation, in accordance with the theoretical challenges
highlighted by Moran-Ellis and Sünker. 

Critical analyses of trust building that reveal power 
relations

Analyses of trust and trust building that reveal power relations involve
exploration of the power structures that shape social constructions of who
can be regarded as trustworthy. Several analyses in this book point to how
the generational order, both in itself (especially Chapter 2 by Moran-Ellis &
Sünker) and in its intersections with other power relations (Chapters 1, 4, 5
and 8 by Warming, Turton, Pinkney and Pantea, respectively), constructs
children, and especially certain groups of children, as untrustworthy. As a
result of these constructions, children are met with distrust and control,
and as ‘not yet citizens’, rather than with trust and recognition. This has
negative consequences for children’s wellbeing, participation and citizen-
ship identity (Delanty, 2003; Hart, 2009) as pointed out in Chapter 1 by
Warming, Chapter 2 by Moran-Ellis and Sünker and Chapter 8 by Pantea. 

Governing through ‘the community’: Creating the conditions for
trust and trust building

Pantea’s analysis of the Romanian children left behind by parents work-
ing abroad (see Chapter 8) provides an example of such constructions,
which in this case are shaped by the intersection between the genera-
tional order and the social construction of migrant families as dysfunc-
tional. Another example is Turton’s analysis in Chapter 4, in which an
intersection between the generational order and the gendered construc-
tion of sexual abuse shapes stories about children abused by females as
being untrustworthy. However, the mere situation of being a ‘looked after
child’ or being discursively constructed as ‘at risk’ carries negative con-
notations that go beyond those of just being a child, as pointed to by
Pinkney in Chapter 5 and in my own example in Chapter 1. These exam-
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ples indicate that notions of ‘who can be regarded as trustworthy’ are
closely linked to the governance of certain groups – what Rose has termed
governing through ‘“the community” as a new territory for the adminis-
tration of the individual and collective existence’ (Rose, 1996: 331). This
approach offers an alternative means of theorising about how power
frames the conditions for trust and trust building. 

Is trust always a normative good?

Another direction for critical analyses of trust is to address a question
posed at the European Sociological Association Conference in Geneva in
2011, where we presented some key ideas from this book. The question
was: ‘Is trust always a normative good?’.

In most of the chapters, trust appears as ‘a moral good’ since it improves
children’s life quality, or motivates and empowers their participation and
citizenship. In Chapter 1, however, I suggest that power and domination
constitute ‘the dark side’ of system trust, since trusting a system implies
accepting the power relations inherent in the system. This tallies with
Moran-Ellis and Sünker’s point in Chapter 2 that adults’ trust in expert
knowledge about children’s development frames their attitudes in pater-
nalist and patronising ways. This ‘dark side’ of system trust remains a
lacuna in trust research in childhood studies and beyond. If we accept
that power and domination constitute ‘the dark side’ of system trust, and
at the same time that system trust supports personal trust and vice versa
(a point made by Luhmann and in many chapters in this book, as we 
will return to below), a tricky issue arises about the relationship between 
personal trust on the one hand, and empowerment and domination on
the other. Further research is needed to elucidate this issue.

The role of images, organisational structure and global
information flows for trust and trust building

If we regard social trust building as a mutual process, then images of
welfare institutions and the legal system can mitigate against the devel-
opment of trust just as much as images of children and certain groups 
of children. This point is highlighted by Pinkney in Chapter 5, whereas
Chapter 9 by Ule provides an example of how low trust and extremely
negative images of the welfare institutions and the legal system affect
young people’s inclusion and participation. Yet Pinkney also shows 
how the opposite dynamic also occurs, namely that stories about victims
finding support and about abuse being acknowledged can positively
influence others to take the risk to trust others. 
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Moreover, several of this book’s authors (Pinkney in Chapter 5,
Christensen in Chapter 6, Baraldi & Farini in Chapter 7, Moran-Ellis &
Sünker in Chapter 2 and myself in Chapter 1) suggest that organisational
structures also matter for trust dynamics. Thus, Baraldi and Farini prob-
lematise the fact that the organisational set-up in schools usually demands
pupils’ trust in teachers’ expertise (demand for system trust) instead of
being based on facilitation. They argue that this organisational set-up
reflects distrust in children’s agency and is therefore ineffective both with
regard to social trust building and in motivating children to engage in the
activities proposed. Moran-Ellis and Sünker add that this is even the case
with regard to School Councils, which ostensibly display trust in chil-
dren, but in practice are based more on distrust as ‘the terms of their
remit are limited to matters which teachers are in general prepared to
allow children to have power over […] and that there is not a general
sharing of power and decision making over matters central to the running
of the school’ (Moran-Ellis & Sünker, Chapter 2).

As shown in Chapters 1, 5 and 6, a similar organisational set up can be
found in welfare institutions promoted by ‘ethics of rights’ (Christensen,
Chapter 6) and New Public Management ideas about evidence-based prac-
tice operationalised through various standardised procedures of risk mea-
surement and management, as well as documentation and control that
oversee their implementation (Warming, Chapter 1; Pinkney, Chapter 5;
Christensen, Chapter 6). Based on the Luhmannian definition of social
trust as different to confidence and system trust,3 this type of organ-
isational set-up may be regarded as a means of containing risk through
institutionalised distrust and a requirement to trust expert systems, at 
the expense of facilitating trust building and engaged participation by
opening up risk alternatives and displaying trust in social workers as 
professionals, as well as in children as competent actors. System trust and
institutionalised distrust – just like social trust – help to manage com-
plexity and risk, but they do not hold the same motivational and engaging
potential (Luhmann, 1988, 2005); rather, they are based on acceptance of
power relations and domination (Chapters 1 and 2). Thus, such organ-
isational set-ups are dysfunctional in terms of engaging and empowering
children’s participation. 

Pinkney (Chapter 5) and Christensen (Chapter 6) further problematise
the organisational structure based on the insight that building up social
trust takes time and demands continuity. Pinkney writes:

[…] constraints on social work time and pressure of heavy caseloads
often means the relationship with the child is fragmented or the time
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spent with the child is curtailed and has to be fitted in with many
other competing priorities. The high numbers of children who do not
have an allocated keyworker or social worker is testimony to the pres-
sure on welfare services. The material conditions of labour where there
are shortages of social workers, high reliance on agency and temporary
contracted social work staff in field and residential care means that
many distressed and hurt children will not have access to a profes-
sional who they can build trust in.

(Pinkney, Chapter 5)

Global and local dimensions of the spaces for trust building:
Another direction for future research

Organisational structures, and the construction of children and certain
subgroups of children as less trustworthy ‘communities’, shape oppor-
tunities for trust building, and thus also children’s and adults’ engaged
collaboration to improve children’s life conditions and engaged and
empowered participation and citizenship. In Chapter 1, I combine
Luhmann with Bourdieu and Delanty in suggesting that global ten-
dencies to handle complexity by relying on institutionalised distrust
and a search for foundational knowledge can be seen as power dynamics
which shape citizenship learning as disciplinary and excluding rather
than empowering and inclusive. I also pointed to another prevalent
tendency in welfare organisations, namely the neoliberal responsibil-
isation of the individual which is a power technology that has an impact
on the intertwined dynamics of trust, participation and citizenship
learning. Both are global – or at least very widespread phenomena in
Western societies – but their manifestations vary considerably depend-
ing on the national and local institutional context. Thus, spaces for
trust building and, by extension, spaces of lived citizenship (that is 
citizenship as practiced, learned and experienced), are constructed 
in the intersection of global flows of information and communication,
for example professional knowledge, governance strategies, ideas and
information; and locally contextualised policies and practices. The
impact of this intersection on trust building processes in children’s
lives, and the consequences for children’s life quality, participation
and citizenship have been more or less ignored, despite their acute
importance for the field of childhood studies. Thus, research into how
the spaces for trust building and of lived citizenship are shaped by this
intersection of global flows and local policies and practices constitutes
an urgent direction for future research into children’s lives, participation
and citizenship.
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Children’s lack of involvement in, and influence on, political
processes

Two years ago, A Handbook of Children and Young People’s Participation
(Percy-Smith & Thomas eds., 2010) was published, containing chapters
addressing real-life experiences of attempts to facilitate children’s partici-
pation, as well as attempts to theorise about this. This handbook may 
be seen as one of many manifestations of what Hill has called a ‘par-
ticipatory climate which helps promote and has been fortified by the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child’ (Hill, 2006: 71). Nevertheless,
the handbook, and Chapter 2 by Moran-Ellis and Sünker in this book,
document that there is still a long way to go. As Austin puts it:

In many countries around the world children represent the majority of
the population; globally, they represent approximately 30 per cent of
the population. Yet children’s voices are largely absent from political
processes, and they have little influence over the development of legis-
lation and policies and the allocation of resources to programmes that
directly impact on their lives. Children’s interests are often ignored 
by those in power; they are not regarded as full citizens, and are thus
excluded from many of the political processes that would enable them
to participate fully in society.

(Austin, 2010: 245)

The trust approach offers a promising avenue for theorising about 
the disjuncture between a generally participatory climate and a reality
characterised by the absence of children’s voices (see for example James
et al., 2007; Fitzgerald et al., 2010; Warming, 2011). Although this
book was motivated by an assumption that this disjuncture needed
addressing, I think that I speak on behalf of all the authors when I say
that the book’s findings have fuelled our enthusiasm about the poten-
tial offered by the concept of trust. The trust approach enables a dynamic
understanding of the gap between a participatory climate defined and
shaped by adults and a much less participatory reality and offers ideas
to overcome this. This includes understanding the mutual relationship
between adults’ lack of recognition of children and their contributions
(Aubrey & Dahl, 2006; Fitzgerald et al., 2010; Warming, 2011; Moran-
Ellis & Sünker, Chapter 2), and children’s wariness and ambivalence
regarding participation (Thomas, 2007; Fitzgerald et al., 2010; Warming,
2012). However, the trust approach certainly also has its limitation and
needs further development, not least the challenge of grasping how trust
and power are intertwined, and of developing a more processual per-
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spective. In this chapter I have outlined some directions for this further
development as well as for future research that can benefit from the
trust approach. The ideas outlined are intended as an invitation to engage
with a crucial and urgent field of childhood research, to which I sincerely
hope many scholars will respond.

Notes

1 Social-geographically approached, spatial context does not only address the
place where ‘things happen’, but rather the ‘social action situation that is
more or less spatially extensive and more or less time-specific’ (Simonsen,
2001: 35). This approach includes the ‘space as diversity’ perspective which
addresses contextual power relations, as in the work of Bourdieu (1985, 1989)
and, albeit in a different way in the work of Foucault (1980, 1982), and ‘space
as a material structure’ which takes account of the physical environment, as in
Foucault’s analysis of the Panopticon (Foucault, 1975). 

2 The question asked was: ‘Generally speaking, would you say that most people
can be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people’. Thus this
could also be seen as a measure of trust disposition.

3 Luhmann firstly differentiates between confidence and trust. While the former
(confidence) addresses the taken for granted attitude which ignores risk, trust
addresses modes of acting based on reflexive choice, including acknowledge-
ment and acceptance of a serious risk in case trust is let down. Secondly,
Luhmann (2005) differentiates between social trust and system trust, that can’t
replace each other, but rather rely on one another. Social trust relates to self-
performance and is build up in interaction, while system trust is related to 
the generalised communication mediums such as money (in the economic sub-
system) and truth (regarding expert subsystems). Social trust is built up in 
a mutual process when actors expect and experience the good actions of 
the other, and is conversely threatened – but not necessary damaged – by 
disappointments.
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