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Abstract. The role of trust has been argued to play an increasingly important role in modern, complex, and ambivalent risk 
societies. Trust within organizational research is anticipated to have a general strategic impact on aspects such as organization-
al performance, communication and knowledge exchange, and learning from accidents. Trust is also an important aspect re-
lated to regulation of risk. Diverse regulatory regimes, their contexts and risks influence regulators use of trust and distrust in 
regulatory practice. The aim of this paper is to discuss the relationship between risk regulation and trust across diverse risk 
regulation regimes. By drawing from studies of risk regulation, risk perception, and trust the purpose is to discuss how regula-
tion and trust are linked and used in practice to control risk across system levels in socio-technical systems in high risk indus-
tries. This paper provides new knowledge on 1) how functional and dysfunctional trust and distrust are grounded in the empiri-
cal realities of high risk industries, 2) how different perspectives on trust and distrust act together and bring new knowledge on 
how society control risk.  
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1.  Introduction 

The role of trust has been argued to play an impor-
tant role in modern, global, complex, and ambivalent 
risk societies [1-3] and to be a cornerstone in the 
creation of social order [4]. The trust concept is also 
regarded to be a complex, multidisciplinary, multi-
faceted, multilevel and multiplex phenomena [4,5]. 
Despite differing conceptualizations, there seems to 
be some agreement on the meaning of trust, the con-
ditions that must exist for trust to arise and its func-
tions. It implies positive expectations about others’ 
intentions and behavior, it reduces complexity and 
conflict, involves vulnerability and risk, and it in-
volves interdependence between different types of 
actors. Research on trust has commonly been related 
to positive organizational outcomes, like increased 
competitiveness [6], higher organizational perform-
ance [7], reduced transaction costs [8] increased 
communication and knowledge exchange [9], en-
hanced mutual learning [10], learning from accidents 
[11], and is seen to have a positive impact on safety 
culture and safety performance [11,12].  Diverse reg-
ulatory regimes, their contexts and risks [13] influ-
ence regulators use of trust and distrust in regulatory 
practice. The aim of this paper is to discuss the rela-
tionship between risk regulation and trust across di-
verse risk regulation regimes. By drawing from our 
studies of risk regulation, risk perception, and trust 
the purpose is to discuss how regulation and trust are 
linked and used in practice to control risk across sys-
tem levels in socio-technical systems in high risk 
industries. This paper should provide new knowledge 
on 1) how functional and dysfunctional trust and dis-
trust might be grounded in the empirical realities of 
high risk industries, 2) how different perspectives on 
trust and distrust may act together and bring new 
knowledge on how society control risk. 

2. Theoretical approach  

2.1. Trust 

Most of the research on trust and distrust relies on 
the assumption that trust on different levels is benefi-
cial and that lack of trust is bad. Lately this view has 
been challenged, and there now seem to be new per-
spectives emerging that place emphasis on the limits 
of trust and the potential benefits of distrust [11,14-
16]. One might have too much trust ending in naivety 
or blindness, while too high a level of distrust, for 
instance in the form of too much monitoring and con-

trol might result in a non-sharing environment, inef-
ficiency or other non-intended side-effects. The most 
common trust promoting factors has been linked to 
ability, integrity and benevolence [17]. Ability refers 
to the trustee’s skills and competencies, while be-
nevolence is connected to the extent to which a trus-
tee is believed to want to do good to the trustor. In-
tegrity relates to the trustor’s perception that the trus-
tee adheres to a set of principles that the trustor finds 
acceptable, moral integrity, the consistency of the 
party’s actions, credible communications, justice etc 
[17].  

The influence of culture on trust building proc-
esses has been touched upon and, despite differences 
in focus, all studies assert that trust or institutional 
elements facilitating trust have a positive influence 
on various organizational aspects, and that the level 
or type of trust differs between cultures [18,19].  

Our understanding of trust relies on an assumption 
that both trust and distrust may be functional as well 
as dysfunctional – the overall aim with both is to 
create predictability. This is also in accordance with a 
Luhmanian perspective on trust, which claims that 
both a trusting and distrusting strategy involves re-
duction of complexity, i.e. trust reduces social com-
plexity by allowing specific undesirable conduct to 
be removed from consideration, while distrust func-
tions to reduce complexity by allowing undesirable 
conduct to be seen as likely – even certain [4]. This 
perspective on trust implies that trust and distrust 
may have both a functional and dysfunctional impact 
on safety and effective risk regulation. Dysfunctional 
trust and dysfunctional distrust are hypothesized to 
give poor safety performance, while functional trust 
and functional distrust should lead to sound safety 
performance. 

2.2. The control of risk 

How regulators approach their role and function 
appears to be culturally dependent. Similar regulatory 
challenges result in different regulatory solutions in 
different regimes and different nations. The way reg-
ulators conceive their mission and their regulatees is 
important in explaining the approaches of different 
regimes [20-22]. A vital aspect in understanding risk 
regulation processes is to study regulatory enforce-
ment practices. Just as it is important to know how 
standards are formed, it is also important to gain 
knowledge about how these are transmitted down-
ward the regime levels or sub-systems, and imple-
mented at the street level. The complexity of regula-
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tory regimes, the complexity of problems in the area 
to be regulated, and the distance between regulatory 
authority and the regulated, all make the issue of how 
to control the discretion at the street level crucial [21].   

It is difficult for risk regulators to choose the ap-
propriate enforcement strategies to target the optimal 
method of regulating risks. Regulators seek to en-
force compliance with the law, not merely through 
formal enforcement and prosecution, but also through 
a host of informal techniques, including education, 
advice, persuasion, and negotiation [23]. According 
to Kagan and Scholz (1984), problems of regulatory 
enforcement usually refer to the motives, attitudes, 
and capabilities of the regulatee. Three “images” of 
the regulatee are created in the literature with corres-
ponding theories to explain non-compliance. The first 
image depicts the regulatee as amoral calculator, 
motivated entirely by profit. This regulatee disobeys 
the law if it is beneficial to do so, and non-
compliance stems from economic calculation. The 
second image depicts the regulatee as a political citi-
zen, tending to comply with the law, partly because 
of a belief in the law, and partly because of long-term 
interest. In this case, non-compliance stems from 
principled disagreements with regulations that are 
sometimes regarded as arbitrary or unreasonable. The 
third image depicts the regulatee as organizationally 
incompetent, whose intentions are to obey the law, 
however it is potentially fallible due to lack of orga-
nizational capacity to do so. In this case the non-
compliance arises from organizational failure. Each 
of these images requires different regulatory en-
forcement strategies [20,24] and roles for the regula-
tors [11,25]. To deal with the amoral calculators the 
regulatory authority should emphasize aggressive 
inspection or with a functional distrusting approach. 
The goal is deterrence and the inspectors appear as 
policemen. To deal with the political citizen the regu-
latory authority should act as a politician, persuading 
the regulated of the rationality of the case; a role 
which to a larger extent emphasizes a functional 
trusting attitude towards the regulatee. In order to 
deal with the organizationally incompetent entity the 
regulator should serve as a consultant, bridging the 
competence gap through education. In this third 
strategy both a functional trusting and distrusting 
strategy may be used. Each of these theories of cor-
porate legal behavior or misbehavior, capture impor-
tant aspects of reality. However, the diverse sources 
of non-compliance imply that reliance on any single 
theory of non-compliance is likely to be wrong, and, 
when translated into enforcement strategies, counte-
ractive. This means that regulators need to be adap-

tive and should be aware that non-compliance may 
have multiple reasons. Regulatory inspectors must be 
prepared to shift roles according to their analysis of 
the regulated organization [22,24-26].  

These theoretical contributions illustrate that trust, 
distrust and control are vital aspects of how regula-
tors approach the regulatees. In practice, diverse re-
gimes should use diverse combinations of trust, dis-
trust and control, depending on the context and type 
of regulatee the regulator are approaching. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research strategy 

This paper has a macro ergonomic perspective and 
examine risk regulation, trust and distrust in three 
contrasting sectors in Norway.  The paper is based on 
a multiple case study of the following Norwegian 
risk regulation regimes: specialized healthcare ser-
vices, municipal emergency management, and petro-
leum industry. The paper applies a dissimilar case 
study approach to generate contrasting data to ex-
plore regime context, content and the function of 
trust and distrust within the regimes. The cases have 
been selected due to their diversity in instrumental 
and institutional aspects, such as type and scale of 
hazard, diverse formal rule specification, sanction 
authority, history, enforcement strategies, tools and 
practices used by the state. Such different cases allow 
the study of regimes with diverse balances between 
the regime content and regime context, thereby en-
hancing the analysis of the role of trust and distrust 
across regimes as well as mapping social and institu-
tional factors affecting trust [27].  

3.2. Data collection 

This study makes use of both new data and data 
gathered and analyzed in former studies 1) [28], 2) 
[29] and 3) [27]. The two first studies are based on 
both qualitative and quantitative methods collected in 
the petroleum sector. The first study deals with the 
functions of trust and distrust and their relations to 
safety within a group of drilling and well service con-
tractors on the Norwegian and the UK Continental 
Shelves, and is based on quantitative and qualitative 
data. The second study compares four major petro-
leum accidents and their effects on risk regulation. It 
is based on qualitative data; mainly document analy-
sis of former accident investigation reports, and other 
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available material such as film documentaries, re-
search reports and literature. 

The third study used a combined methods ap-
proach of qualitative and quantitative data such as 
interviews, document analyses, observations, and 
statistical analyses [30]. A total of forty-nine tape-
recorded interviews were performed, at different sys-
tem levels within the specialized healthcare field, 
using two structured interview guides. Seventeen 
interviews dealt with the relationship between the 
local health regulator and the regulatee (hospital) 
with regards to error management using interview 
guide A (legislation, error reporting, learning, risk 
perception, and prevention). Informants included 
inspectors, the patient representative association, and 
hospital management. Thirty-two interviews ex-
amined how two hospital divisions handled errors 
using interview guide B (amount and categorization, 
human and organizational factors, learning, power 
issues, and regulators role) [31]. 

Within municipal emergency management, the 
study examined six municipalities along with the 
regulatory authority in two counties. The municipal-
ity cases varied with regards to population, size, loca-
tion, risk sources, size of emergency management 
staffs, occurrences of severe accidents, and how 
regulators evaluated the emergency plans and exer-
cises. Twelve tape-recorded interviews were con-
ducted with municipal emergency management em-
ployees and regulatory inspectors, following an in-
terview guide that included questions related to risk 
perception, risk communication, learning, and trust. 
These issues were included in order to conduct a 
broad exploration of how risks are identified and 
communicated by regulatory inspectors and munici-
pal emergency managers, how municipalities apply 
risk information for learning purposes, and how the 
aspect of trust influences the activities between risk 
regulator and municipalities.  

3.3. Data analysis 

In this paper we have merged our data from the 
different case studies and analyzed how trust, distrust 
and control are used in different contexts. We have 
focused on enforcement strategies, competence, con-
textual differences, and risk profiles.  

4. Results 

4.1. Context and risk profiles 

Our results illustrate contrasting contexts and risk 
sources to be controlled. The society responds to 
different risks by developing different risk regulation 
regimes. Within the specialized healthcare, the 
medical error frequency is high, causing 
approximately 2000 patient deaths a year in 
Norwegian hospitals [32]. However, the potential for 
catastrophe is low because medical errors harm one 
patient at a time (excluding epidemics and fires). In 
municipal emergency management, the risk profile is 
characterized with various hazards; some represent a 
significant potential for catastrophe  but have a low 
occurrence probability (e.g breakdown in 
infrastructure such as water supply), while others 
have a higher occurrence probability, but does not 
involve a high catastrophic potential (e.g avalanche). 
The petroleum industry is characterized by risks 
having a higher catastrophic potential, but lower 
probability.  

The diversity in risk profiles generate diverse 
legislative regimes and thus different approaches to 
trust and distrust in regulatory practice. The 
regulation within municipal emergency management 
did not entail a comprehensive legislation and the 
regime lacked the formal legislative framework and 
relied to a large degree on governmental expectations 
and the internal will and acknowledgement among 
municipalities to take action on risk within the 
municipalities. The specialized health care regime 
had developed several legal acts focusing individual 
health care personnel, health care institutions, patient 
rights and a systematic approach to quality and safety. 
The petroleum industry has been in the forefront in 
Norway in relation to establish a performance based 
regulatory regime. The legislation is comprehensive 
and functional and to a strong degree employs a 
system perspective. Sanctions are usually directed 
towards systems. We see that the tripartite 
collaboration between regulator, unions and the 
industry organizations is vital in the petroleum 
industry, and trust is an important pillar used by the 
regulator.  

4.2. Enforced self-regulation 

All three regimes are founded on the basis of in-
ternal control, enforced self-regulation, and state con-
trol. However there exist large differences with re-
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gards to how the regimes organize this type of regu-
lation and how trust is used in practice. 

The legislative versus non-legislative element and 
competence level among actors within the regimes 
were vital in understanding the approach to trust or 
distrust in the regimes. The role of trust in municipal 
emergency management was vital in the regulators 
enforcement of a vague regulation. Due to the lack of 
legal authority, the inspectors adopted regulatory 
styles emphasizing collaboration, personal communi-
cation, education, and persuasion in order to enhance 
the knowledge level among municipal emergency 
managers. In other words, the inspectors compen-
sated for the lack of formal rules and regulations with 
a strong degree of interaction among the regulated 
municipalities to generate good relationships, trust 
building, and amplified risk perception, particularly 
among employees who lacked formal education and 
experience. The inspectors emphasized learning ac-
tivities in the interface between the regulator and the 
regulated and arranged courses, conducted emer-
gency exercises, and informed politicians to increase 
risk awareness. As such, the earlier mentioned trust 
promoting aspects related to ability and integrity are 
used as means to build trust and predictability among 
the regulate and the regulator in order to facilitate 
proper risk regulation.  

In the health care regime trust in the relation be-
tween regulator and regulatee were less emphasized, 
and less personal interaction between regulatory in-
spectors and health care personnel were reported. 
The regulator enforced strict and detailed regulations, 
involving several legal acts related to the rights and 
duties of the individual healthcare employees and the 
hospital organizations. A wide range of sanctioning 
means for both the individuals and organizations 
supported the regulator. Thus the regulator did not 
depend on good relations and trust to foster regula-
tory compliance; they could impose compliance by 
the use of sanctions. Informants perceived sanctions 
as being biased against blaming individuals due to 
more sanctioning means against individuals com-
pared to the n systems, stated in the law.  National 
and local level inspectors argued in favour of a sys-
tem approach in patient safety and medical errors. 
However, they agreed that the regulator is presently 
supported with a stronger individual sanctioning rep-
ertoire. The results showed a larger degree of distrust 
between the hospital and regulator compared to the 
municipal emergency management regime. A posi-
tive dialogue was evident between the inspectors and 
the hospital as well as a low threshold to contact each 
other; however, the interactions between regulator 

and regulatee were to a strong degree characterized 
by formal written information exchange. The regula-
tory practice emphasized control-based activities 
while advice, education, and persuasion aspects were 
not predominant in this regime.  

During the last 25 years, the regulatory regime 
within the petroleum industry has changed its ap-
proach from a “counterparty” to a “co-player” culture. 
As such the risk regulation regime is based on self-
regulation which implies a goal-setting regime in 
which legislation is less detailed and more general – 
often in the form of functional requirements. The 
goal has been to move away from a “compliance 
mentality” – with a passive duty-holder role – to an 
active and flexible approach in which the duty-
holder’s responsibility becomes more explicit [33]. 
The concept is coined enforced self-regulation (inter-
nal control in the Norwegian context) and means that 
the regulatory process is delegated to stakeholders 
(license holders), but under conditions given by the 
regulating authority [16]. The risk regulator within 
the petroleum industry also saw itself as playing an 
important role as a trust promoter between different 
actors and parties within the regime. As such, the 
Norwegian petroleum context is heavily based on 
tripartism comprising workforce involvement as a 
foundation pillar [34]. Trust building through dialo-
gue, empowerment and cooperation between regula-
tor, enterprises and unions are being used as impor-
tant strategies in the development of a robust risk 
regulation regime in the Norwegian context. Such 
trust building strategies are chosen to enable the re-
gulated organizations to perform well rather than to 
impose requirements that may constrain or limit their 
performance. The use of functional requirements and 
industry standards require in itself a high level of 
trust between regulators and the actors being regu-
lated and means a regulator role which has to balance 
delicately between a reactive, controlling inspector 
and a dialogue oriented facilitator towards the indus-
try and the unions [35]. 

However, we believe that there are vital challenges 
to be taken into consideration with regards to the 
limits or the dysfunctional aspects in the performance 
based regimes. In times of good financial situations 
innovation and safety improvements are probably 
easier to foster and promote, than in times of scarce 
resources. There may also be a potential danger of 
complacency in the performance based regime, 
where companies are the holding the competence on 
how to improve safety level within their organization.  

An important finding from the study on drilling 
contractor employees was related to how trust and 
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distrust elements were made important in client-
contractor relations [15]. The qualitative findings 
suggested that contractor employees sensed a strong 
element of client control when entering new installa-
tions, expressed as an almost tiring need to prove 
themselves and their abilities. Such institutionalized 
distrust towards contractors may be especially impor-
tant in the beginning of a relationship, but is antic-
ipated to loosen up as the trust relation grows in 
depth and bandwidth [36]. Nomadic workers though, 
being on the move most of the time, might hardly 
experience such loosening up. However, this type of 
distrust might constitute an important risk regulating 
strategy in the relation between client and supplier 
creating both functional personal and organizational 
alertness. As such it might promote a careful naviga-
tor attitude among the suppliers, and a functional 
distrusting attitude from clients, may in fact lead to 
less accident exposure – although it is experienced as 
tiring [16]. 

5. Discussion and conclusion  

We have seen that the literature distinguish be-
tween trust and control and their dynamics in strateg-
ic alliances. In our study we found that this was high-
ly relevant within regulatory regimes and interfaces 
between regulators and regulate, also manifesting 
itself at the client-supplier level. According to Das & 
Teng (1998) confidence in partner relations may 
create a perceived level of certainty that its associates 
will pursue mutually compatible interests in the al-
liance (p. 491). In regulatory interfaces there are no 
equal partners and even though the risk regulators’ 
main goal is to promote safety, safety is one of sever-
al vital goals for the regulated organizations. In our 
three different regulatory contexts we found different 
confidence in regulated organizations among the reg-
ulators regarding compliance. According to Das & 
Teng (1998), confidence comes from two distinct 
sources: trust and control. Control is treated as a re-
gulating process in order to make the elements of a 
system more predictable. However, the control me-
chanisms and level may differ [37]. Among others, 
Argyris (1952) has suggested that the use of strong 
control mechanisms imply that one party does not 
trust the other and might decrease the trust level [38]. 
While others hold the view that control mechanisms, 
if used properly, may promote the building of mutual 
trust [39]. One of Das & Teng’s conclusive remarks 
is that control mechanisms may either enhance or 

undermine the trust level, depending on the specific 
type of control mechanisms partners’ use. In this 
sense, trust will play a moderating role between con-
trol mechanisms and control level. In our case studies 
of municipalities we found that control mechanisms 
founded on communicative approaches, dialogue, 
and person – to person interaction where depending 
on trust and at the same time increased level of trust. 
Municipal emergency management regime faced 
structural, cultural, demographic and geographic di-
versity. However the regime heavily relied on trust to 
foster compliance among regulatees and to some de-
gree we can characterize several of the municipalities 
as organizationally incompetent when it comes to 
knowledge and competence related to emergency 
management thus implying an enforcement strategy 
heavily dependent on trust between the regulators 
and regulated.  

In the health care regime we found a regulator less 
dependent on good relationships, communicative 
approaches, and persuasion. Although diverse health 
care institutions vary a lot the we argue that they can 
be perceived as political citizens with a need for sev-
eral strategies from the regulator sometimes beyond 
the most commonly used strategies of system audits. 
We believe a functional trust approach taking more 
use of communicative approaches would be positive 
towards the health care institutions.  

In the petroleum industry competence level vary 
among companies, however the regulator tend to 
view regulatees as political citizens. The regulator 
promotes trust building activities and promotes a 
combination of functional trust and functional dis-
trust approach.  

The diverse risk profiles, competence level, and 
the legislative versus non-legislative element of the 
regimes were vital in understanding regulators ap-
proach to trust or distrust. High risk implied a strong 
regulation that gave the regulator a large range of 
choices in approaching the regulatees. In such a sit-
uation (health care and petroleum) reglators may vary 
their approach depending on if they trust in the regu-
latees. On the other hand a weak regulation (munici-
pal emergency management) leaves the regulator 
with fewer options in practice. Persuasion, dialogue, 
and communicative approaches may work well when 
facing organizational incompetence. But such an ap-
proach would be dysfunctional if distrust characteriz-
es the relation and the regulatee is perceived as an 
amoral calculator [20,22,24,26].  
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