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Abstract: Conflict and trust interact in a complex self-reinforcing vicious circle. 
With frequent, serious public conflicts, as well as stagnantly low level of trust in 
government, Korea may suffer from a vicious circle. This paper tests empirically 
whether Korea is in a vicious circle of public conflicts and public trust based on 
data from a questionnaire survey for 3,000 Korean citizens conducted during 
January and February 2016. The results show that individual experience of public 
conflicts significantly reduced the level of trust in government, and rights- and/
or power-based conflict behaviors of the individuals who experienced conflict 
lowered their level of trust in government more. As another link in a vicious circle, 
low level of public trust is believed to propel citizens to adopt more rights- and 
power-based approaches to conflict, which, in turn, may reduce the level of public 
trust in Korea. These results imply that the Korean government can build public 
trust through more effective conflict management.

Keywords: trust in government, public conflict, vicious circle, rights-based 
approach, power-based approach

INTRODUCTION

In the discourse of social capital, trust or distrust has been suggested as a core 
component in complex mechanisms of a self-reinforcing feedback loop, which can 
lead to either a virtuous or a vicious circle that includes cooperation or conflict 
(Fukuyama, 1995; Putnam, 1993). In a virtuous circle, interpersonal or social trust 
from civic engagement promotes cooperation among citizens, and cooperation pro-
motes more trust, which in turn increases the quality of the governance (Putnam, 
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1993, p. 117). In contrast, in a vicious circle, distrust or low level of trust among citi-
zens prevents collaboration and also produces low levels of commitment and encour-
ages the use of manipulative strategies and dishonest communication, which beget 
prolonged, frequent conflicts, feeding and encouraging further distrust (Ansell & 
Gash, 2008). The consequence of the vicious circle is poor government (Putnam, 
1993). As these circles are path dependent and sensitive to initial conditions in the 
past, their dynamic in a society hinges on the existence of long-term learning pro-
cesses that people engage in over many decades (Mishler & Rose, 2001).

This article draws on the concept of long-term self-reinforcing feedback loop of 
interpersonal trust at the microlevel of social relations to develop the idea of a rela-
tively short-term self-reinforcing circle whereby a high trust in government on the 
part of citizens at the macrolevel of state-society relations leads greater collaborative 
governance, while a low trust leads to more public conflicts. The level of public trust 
in many countries is generally very low and deteriorating. Restoring it is a crucial 
task for sustainable, inclusive growth and a key condition for the successful adoption 
and implementation of much needed structural reforms (OECD, 2017). Specific poli-
cy-making situations in a democracy are likely to cause conflicts between the public 
and the government, particularly over the allocation of scarce resources, the setting of 
policy priorities or standards of various kinds (such as regulations regarding health, 
safety, and environmental protection), or moral disagreement on the contents of poli-
cies (OECD, 2010).

Given a background low level of public trust and inevitable conflicts around pol-
icy making, how a government manages such conflicts may affect which type of 
self-reinforcing circle, virtuous or vicious, prevails. Adopting mainly top-down 
adversarial modes of policy making in situations where lack of trust leads to frequent 
or serious conflicts between citizens and government agencies may decrease trust 
further, leaving the government and the public locked in a vicious circle. However, if 
the government can rebuild trust through an effective conflict management process, 
then, it may be possible to break out of the vicious circle and move into a virtuous 
circle.

South Korea (hereafter Korea) is a good case study for research that addresses 
the relationships between public conflicts, conflict management of the government, 
and the level of public trust. Trust in government in Korea has been dwindling. 
According to “Government at a Glance” (OECD, 2015), trust in the Korean govern-
ment in 2014 was 34%, which means that almost 7 out of 10 citizens expressed dis-
trust in the Korean government, ranking Korea at 26th out of 41 OECD member 
countries. Which core drivers of public trust are more important in rebuilding it in a 
nation may differ. For example, exemplary delivery of public services in a country 
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does not necessarily correlate with the level of trust in government (Bouckaert & Van 
de Walle, 2003). While in some countries, the functioning of public services is the 
most important criterion of trust for the majority of citizens, the integrity of govern-
ment may be more important to citizens as a whole in other countries. Thus, it is 
important to identify country-specific core-drivers of trust in order to rebuild public 
trust in any given country.

Considering the number of public conflicts in Korea since its democratization in 
1987 and their social costs (Kim & Cha, 2001; Han, 2014; Park, 2009; Park, 2010), it 
is reasonable to speculate that public conflicts may have affected the level of trust in 
Korea . According to studies on the severity of social conflict and the capacity across 
OECD member countries to manage such conflicts, Korea ranked 4th in severity in 
2009 (Park, 2009) and ranked 27th among 34 OECD member countries in terms of 
social conflict management capacity in 2011 (Chung & Ko, 2015). It is reasonable to 
suppose that frequent and prolonged clashing of interests and a lack of effective 
mechanisms to resolve conflicts in Korea has created animosity and a politics of dis-
trust as well as distracted attention from efforts to work together to solve shared prob-
lems (Kim, 2014).

Does such a vicious circle characterize Korea? More specifically, how do con-
flicts that people experience with the government affect the level of trust in govern-
ment in Korea? If conflicts with the government negatively affect the level of trust in 
government, then it is possible there is a vicious circle in Korea that has been created 
by low levels of public trust, public conflicts, and ineffective conflict management, 
which then leads to an even lower level of public trust. There is little empirical 
research globally or in Korea on this subject.

Using data from a survey conducted by KDI (Korea Development Institute) and 
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) with 3,000 
Korean citizens during January and February in 2016, this study explores how indi-
viduals’ experience of public conflicts affects their level of trust in government in 
Korea, how their participation in public conflicts affects their level of trust in govern-
ment, and how their level of trust in government might affect their conflict behavior 
in the future.

PUBLIC CONFLICT AND PUBLIC TRUST

To determine whether Korea is in a vicious circle of lack of trust and conflict, it 
is necessary to test two levels of causality: first, whether low levels of trust affect 
public conflict, and second, whether public conflicts determine levels of public trust. 
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Although determination of such a loop requires sequential observations across time, 
this study overcomes the limitation of one-time survey questionnaire by using survey 
questions to ask individuals about their experiences of conflict in the past as well as 
about how they intend to manage conflict in the future. Accordingly, this article 
begins with the second causal relation between conflict and level of public trust first 
and then addresses the first one between public trust and conflict.

Can public conflict affect public trust? A substantial body of work has been 
developed around the topic of determinants of public trust globally since 1970s. 
However, still, there is a little clarity on the real origins of trust and distrust in gov-
ernment (Bouckaert & Van de Walle, 2003). Also, a review of the literature discloses 
that little attention has been paid to public conflicts as a potential determinant of pub-
lic trust or to the importance of conflict management in rebuilding public trust.

A major thread running through the literature is an “institutional” approach to 
public trust (Citrin, 1974; Hutchison & Johnson, 2011) that assumes it is endogenous 
(Mishler & Rose, 2001). Public trust on this view is a function of rational evaluations 
by citizens of the performance of public institutions and the actions of political lead-
ers (Bovens & Wille, 2008; Huseby, 2000). For example, when a government pro-
duces desired outcomes (Erber & Lau, 1990; Przeworski et al., 1996) such as an eco-
nomic boom (Feldman, 1983; Pharr & Putnam, 2000) or services the citizens like 
(e.g., garbage collection) (Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2003), public trust ensues. 
Some researchers also argue that the process of policy making (Hibbing & The-
iss-Morse, 2001) influences public trust. If the public perceives the policy making 
process as fair (Alvarez & Brehm, 1998; Fehr & Schmidt, 1999; Kim, 2010), trans-
parent (Hood, 2006), and participatory (Beierle & Konisky, 2000), it is more likely to 
trust the government. Also, the institutional view maintains that public perceptions of 
the integrity of political leaders and government affect the level of public trust (Bov-
ens, 2007; Pharr & Putnam, 2000).

The issue of low public trust in Korea has been widely discussed, mainly in 
Korean publications that seek to identify what might affect public perceptions that 
lead to declining trust in government in Korea. Although, these studies largely agree 
that citizens’ evaluations or perceptions of government performance in various sec-
tors and policy-making processes are key determinants of public trust in Korea, there 
is no consensus on which types of government performances are affect citizens’ trust 
in government the most. Park and Lee (2012) suggest that people who are more con-
cerned about social problems, such as income inequality, economic downturns, and 
weak national security, tend to trust the government more, since they believe that 
government should be responsible for solving such problems. They also argue that 
the impact of social participation on citizens’ trust in the government is negligible in 
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Korea. Kim & Yi (2009) argue that public perceptions of the national economy and 
economic policies as well as a widespread belief that the government was responsible 
for resolving economic crises were account more for the low level of trust in early 
days of Lee Myung-bak’s administration (2008-13) than other political and social 
factors, such as political ideology, party identification, and class. However, Lee 
(2014) suggests that public satisfaction with social policies rather than economic pol-
icies is more statistically meaningful in explaining public trust in Korea. Assessing 
the Asia Barometer Survey of 2003, 2004, and 2006, Kim (2010) also finds that pub-
lic trust in government in Korea is positively associated with factors such as con-
trolling political corruption, preventing crime, and providing high-quality public ser-
vices, a high standard of living, and environmental protections rather than govern-
ment performance with respect to the national economy. Lee (2013) finds that despite 
satisfaction with national economic performance during Lee Myung-bak’s adminis-
tration, Korean citizens did not think the government succeeded with respect to main-
taining political stability, ensuring a just society, and tackling human rights issues and 
that it is that dissatisfaction that accounts for the low level of public trust at that time.

Park & Bae (2011) found in their national sample survey in Korea that fair treat-
ment by the government (distributive fairness) and procedural fairness in policy mak-
ing are stronger predictors of trust in government in Korea than relatively positive 
policy benefits and assessments of national economic conditions. Interestingly, abso-
lutely positive policy benefits and assessments of personal economic condition, as 
well as embrace of political ideology reflecting preferences for policy outputs, had no 
or negligible effects on public trust in Korea. These findings imply that how govern-
ment decides and implements policies is much more critical to public trust in Korea 
than what it produces and the consequences of its policies.

Lee (2013) explores the effect of civil servants’ attitude toward work in Korea on 
trust in government and finds that the self-limiting behaviors of civil servants (such 
as relying on existing regulations, delaying necessary actions, and lowering goals) 
have a significantly negative impact on trust in government. Cho (2013) argues that 
public perception of the corruption of public officials is one of the major factors in 
distrust of government in Korea.

The differences in these findings on drivers of public trust in Korea may be 
explained partly by the fact that the researchers used different research methods and 
analytic tools and asked different survey questions of different samples. The political 
economic circumstances at the time the study was conducted may also affect out-
comes, since there will be different styles of governance across different administra-
tions, and there may be unexpected political or economic events. In other words, 
Korean citizens may possess a multidimensional conceptualization of the diverse 
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drivers of public trust, but the specific drivers they name when surveyed may be 
dependent on their experiences in specific political economic contexts across differ-
ent administrations. For example, Bae (2013) compares factors that affect citizens’ 
attitudes toward different administrations and finds that while lack of professionalism 
was the factor that most negatively affected trust in during the Roh Moo-hyun admin-
istration, lack of transparency and deliberation were the factors that most negatively 
affected trust during the Lee Myung-bak administration.

Despite no explicit empirical research on the relationship between public conflict 
and public trust, it is reasonable to speculate that citizens’ level of trust in government 
will be negatively affected by public conflicts they experience with the government 
pertaining to controversial policies, which is the first hypothesis of this study.

There is a distinction between public conflicts, perceptions of public conflicts, 
and experience of public conflicts. There is a school of thought that argues that the 
media plays negative role in mediating between government performance and public 
perceptions of it, particularly in connection with issues that are new, complex, and 
unrelated to existing cleavages and values (Newton, 2006; Zaller, 1996). Although 
the effect of media coverage on public trust is relatively temporary, emotional politi-
cal cynicism or public distrust of the government and its political figures can be acti-
vated and fueled by strategic news coverage that treats every failure of government 
and politics as a crisis and focuses more on who wins and who loses and on a politi-
cian’s motives and style than on collaboration and the contents of policies (Elchardus, 
2002). Therefore, individuals’ perception of public conflicts and the conflict manage-
ment of the government can be critically and negatively affected by media coverage. 
In order to get a more accurate picture of the relationship between public conflicts 
and public trust, therefore, it is necessary to assess the perceptions or evaluations of 
individuals who directly experienced public conflicts for themselves as stakeholders. 
This study analyzes how such experiences affect individuals’ trust in government and 
political institutions by comparing the levels of public trust of individuals who have 
experienced conflict with those who have not experienced conflict.

Testing the hypothesis that individual experience of conflict with the government 
will affect levels of public trust negatively requires defining what counts as an indi-
vidual experience of public conflict. This study uses the term of “conflict” rather than 
“dispute.” Although the two terms are often used interchangeably, some scholars 
draw a distinction between them. Costintino and Merchant (1996, pp. 4-5) define 
conflict as a fundamental disagreement between two parties, of which a dispute is 
one possible outcome. Other outcomes from conflict include conciliation, capitula-
tion, or just lumping it (conflict avoidance). Yarn (1999) regards conflict as a state 
rather than a process. In a state of conflict, which may be latent (not acted upon yet) 
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or manifest in the form of a dispute or disputing process, parties have opposing inter-
ests, values, or needs. Thus, “a conflict can exist without a dispute, but a dispute can-
not exist without a conflict” (1999, p. 115). As this study intends to explore how the 
public in Korea behave when it and the government have a fundamental disagree-
ment or opposing interests, values, or needs with respect to proposed public policies, 
the use of the term of “public conflict” is appropriate. Individual experience of public 
conflict, therefore, can be defined as a person’s perception of a state of disagreement 
or opposing interests, values, or needs rather than as an experience of a specific man-
ifest process, such as mass rally or ligation. In this definition, an individual’s lumping 
it (conflict avoidance), as well as manifest process, are part of a state of conflict.

In order to articulate the definition of individual experience of public conflict, 
this study uses John Dewey (1927)’s definition of the public as a entity that is called 
into being by consequences arising from “some combined or conjoint action” that 
“expand beyond those directly engaged in producing” those consequences (p. 54) . 
And, Susskind and Field (1996) elaborate that the public becomes angry when it is 
adversely affected by implementation of public policies or projects that cause harm 
or accidents, or when it thinks it will be exposed to risk of being hurt by proposed 
policies or projects in the future.

Thus, direct individual experience of public conflicts as a stakeholder as an inde-
pendent variable is defined in the survey questionnaire as “experience of harm to 
your personal or group’s interests, values, or needs or experience of a risk of such 
harm by government policies or projects (e.g., large infrastructure projects, welfare 
policies, education policies, or urban planning, etc.) during the past three years.” Sur-
vey respondents simply answered yes or no.

The many public conflicts in Korea and their severity are not the only potential 
source of lower levels of public trust; with the Korean political system itself may 
contribute to the problem. Kim and Yi (2013) argue that under a strong presidential 
political system, public trust in the government is highly likely to be related to public 
trust in the president. Thus, they imply that the working relationship between the 
president and the national assembly may affect the trust level in the government. 
Jeon, Kwon, and Jung (2013) also argue that confidence in the president is more 
influential than the public’s positive evaluation of government policies in determin-
ing the trust level in the central government. Investigating the relationship between 
presidential leadership and government trust, Cho and Nam (2007) find that public 
evaluations of presidential competency in unification policies, diplomacy, and econo-
my are much more important in increasing the level of trust in government. And 
while some policies, such as welfare policies and education policies, affect wide 
range of the general public and embroil politicians in conflicts in the national assem-
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bly, other policies or projects only have an impact on local residents and small num-
ber of stakeholders.

Out of 3,000 survey respondents, 397 people answered that they experienced 
various pubic conflicts between 2013 and 2015 pertaining to welfare policy, educa-
tion policy, labor policy, mega-infrastructure projects, urban planning, and environ-
mental policy in Korea (table 1). Survey respondents who experienced public con-
flicts also answered that central governments (49%), local governments (41%), and 
public corporations (10%) should be held accountable and responsible for public con-
flicts.

Table 1. Public Policies or Projects Causing Citizens to Experience Conflict, 2013-15

Controversial Policies and Projects Frequencies 

welfare policy 207 (27%)

education policy 184 (24%)

labor policy 107 (14%)

mega-infrastructure project 99 (13%)

urban planning 92 (12%)

environmental policy 69 (9%)

other 8 (1%)

Total 766

This leads us to the second hypothesis of this study, which is that people will react 
in different ways to individual experience of conflict with the government, which in 
turn will affect their level of public trust in various public institutions. For example, 
some people react to conflict by just lumping it (or do nothing). Others may participate 
in public hearings, sue the government, or join in a street demonstration.

Regarding conflict behaviors, Ury, Brett, and Goldberg (1988) suggest that people 
tend to adopt one of the three approaches to resolve a conflict: an interests-based 
approach, such as negotiation and mediation, a rights-based approach, such as litigation, 
and power-based approach, such as taking part in demonstrations and coalition building. 
They favor an interests-based approach, arguing that “reconciling different interests costs 
less and yields more satisfactory results than determining who is right, which in turn 
costs less and satisfies more than determining who is more powerful” (p. 4).
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The approach individual citizens adopt to handle their conflict with the government 
depends on the opportunity and venues that the government provides for conflict man-
agement. For example, if public agencies choose the mode of collaborative gover-
nance as an alternative to top-down adversarial modes of policy making and bring citi-
zens and multiple stakeholders together to engage in consensus-oriented decision 
making in the process of conflict management (Ansell & Gash, 2008), the levels of 
trust of the participants toward the government agencies as well as other participants 
may be directly influenced by the quality of the collaborative process. Thus, informa-
tion as to how citizens reacted to a conflict with the government may provide hints 
about the conflict management mode of the government as well as about citizens’ indi-
vidual dispositions independent from government’s performance. This also helps to 
formulate the third hypothesis in this study: rights- and power-based approaches to 
address public conflict with the government will affect the levels of public trust more 
negatively than other conflict approaches.

Returning to the causalities in a vicious circle of lack of trust and conflict, we can 
now consider the first one, the relation between level of trust and public conflict. The 
topic of trust and conflict has been studied in various contexts of interpersonal rela-
tions (Simpson, 2007), ethnic conflict (Dovidio et al., 2002), organizational relations 
(Mayer et al., 1995), social identity conflicts (Eidelson & Eidelson, 2003), internation-
al group conflicts (Kelman, 2005), and collaborative governance (Weech-Maldonado 
& Merrill, 2000). This interdisciplinary literature widely recognizes that the levels of 
trust or distrust in a relationship definitively shapes emergent conflict dynamics 
(Lewicki & Wiethoff, 2000) and that a lack of trust propels groups toward conflict and 
prevents them from collaborating (Honeyman et al., 2004). Honeyman, Goh, and 
Kelly (2004) suggest “distrust as one formidable obstacle between the two most polar-
ized conflict groups “(p. 2).

However, another large body of literature suggests that trust building is possible, 
although quite difficult, even in conflict and that the ability to build trust is a crucial 
factor for conflict resolution in collaborative governance (Beierle & Konisky, 2001; 
Imperial 2005; Murdock, Wiessner, & Sexton 2005; Vangen & Huxham, 2003; 
Weech-Maldonado & Merrill, 2000). How to build trust in such an environment and 
how to sustain it during the collaborative process aimed at resolving a conflict are very 
important matters in practice (Kim, 2014). The possibility of building trust through 
effective conflict management implies that individual experience of public conflict 
does not necessarily lower the level of public trust. Despite the vast amount of litera-
ture on endogenous, institutional core drivers of public trust, there are few empirical 
studies that focus on public conflict and the way the conflict management of the gov-
ernment may affect the level of public trust in a country.
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A few studies focus on the relationship between conflict management and trust in 
Korea. Kim and Shim (2011) conducted a survey of residents who lived near where 
the government wanted to build a nuclear power plant to empirically test this relation-
ship and found that increased transparency on the part of the government (by keeping 
the public fully informed about the plans for the proposed nuclear power plant, by 
ensuring that the new nuclear power plant would be safe, by compensating the com-
munity) may increase the level of trust in responsible public institutions and in turn the 
public’s level of acceptance of the building of new plants or other facilities near their 
homes and hence reduce the amount of conflict over the siting process. In another 
case, Moon and Park (2014) consider a 2013 government policy to increase the price 
of tobacco, exploring how government competency in managing a conflict affects 
public trust and distrust in the government and also how the level of public trust and 
distrust influence publics’ conflict behaviors. The survey of 193 Korean participants 
revealed that government competency in managing conflict and its procedural trans-
parency in policy making affect public trust significantly.

Yang and Park (2007) explore whether stakeholder participation in government-led 
participatory mechanisms can increase the level of trust in the government by analyz-
ing perceptions of doctors and pharmacists on the Ministry of Public Health in Korea. 
They find that stakeholders who participated in government-led participatory pro-
grams for public health policy making came to put more trust in the government 
because these programs indicated that the government officials were willing and able 
to listen and respond to stakeholders voice their interests and needs.

In order to test the impact of public trust on public conflict, this studies focuses on 
the conflict behavior of the public as an important aspect of public conflict. One of the 
survey questions asks, “if you are in a public conflict with the government (e.g., over 
large infrastructure projects, welfare policies, education policies, or urban planning, 
etc.), how do you address your concerns about the future?” This informs the fourth 
hypothesis of this study, which is that unless the government encourages citizens to 
participate in collaborative governance, a low level of trust in government on the part 
of citizens will drive them to choose a rights- or power-based approach rather than a 
interests-based negotiation, which may increase the frequency and severity of conflict.

Finally, a review of the literature helps to identify other variables that may affect 
public trust that this study uses as control variables. Some researchers suspect that a 
deeper process may underlie the change of levels of trust over time, given that public 
trust does not necessarily rebound in the face of better government performance (Dal-
ton, 2004; Pharr & Putnam, 2000; Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2003). This cultural 
approach to public trust suggests that it is exogenous rather than endogenous. That is, 
factors that are most relevant to public trust originate outside the political sphere and 
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contribute to a steady erosion of public trust over time. In other words, citizens’ evalu-
ations of institutional performance, which inform how much trust they put in govern-
ment, are conditioned by cultural values and beliefs that vary across nations (Dalton, 
2004; Putnam, 1995). For example, the growth of democracy that has led to long-term 
changes in citizens’ expectations and values and given rise to “critical citizens” among 
the upper social strata and the young who are less deferential to and more challenging 
of government authority may in part explain the decline of public trust in public insti-
tutions in advanced industrialized countries (Christensen & Laegrieid, 2005; Dalton, 
2004; Inglehart, 1999).

In Korea, women (Kim, 2009), younger generations (Kim, 2009), and the more 
educated who have a greater interest in politics (Cho, 2013) tend to distrust govern-
ment more than men, older generations, and the less educated who have little interest 
in politics. However, Lee (2014) argues that better-educated people with high income 
tend to trust government more, since they tend to benefit more from government poli-
cies. Some scholars explore the impact of individual political ideologies on trust in 
government in Korea. Comparing trust levels during Roh Moo-hyun administration 
(more progressive government) and Lee Myung-bak’s administration (more conserva-
tive government), Kum and Baek (2010) argue that people’s political ideologies and 
beliefs affect the level of trust in government in Korea. While people with progressive 
leanings were more trustful of the Roh administration in 2007 than those with conser-
vative leanings, people with conservative leanings were more trustful in Lee Myung-
bak’s administration in 2009 and 2010. Thus, this study uses demographic variables 
such as gender, age, education, income, and political ideology, as control variables.

DATA AND ANALYSIS

From January 20 to February 22, in 2016, the Economic Information and Educa-
tion Center (EIEC) of the Korea Development Institute (KDI) conducted a survey with 
3,000 Korean nationals over 20 years old who were identified via stratified random 
sampling and interviewed face-to-face with a structured questionnaire. The sample 
represents the statistical characteristics of the general Korean population according to 
the sampling frame of the 2010 Korean census. The demographic variables used as 
control variables are processed as dummy variables, with exception of age to ensure a 
more accurate statistical analysis (table 2).
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Table 2. Control Variables

Control Variables Measurement

Male dummy (1: male, 0: female)

Age numerical (more than 20 years old)

Education ( ≤ Middle School) dummy (1: no education or the highest level of education is 
elementary school or middle school)

Education (High School) dummy (1: the highest level of education is high school)

Education (Vocational College) dummy (1: the highest level of education is vocational college)

Education (≥ University) dummy (1: the highest level of education is undergraduate 
degree in four-year university or master’s or doctoral degree)

Income (Very Poor) dummy (1: income less than ₩12 million)

Income (Poor) dummy (1: income between ₩12-24 million)

Income (Medium) dummy (1: income between ₩24-60 million)

Income (Rich) dummy (1: income more than ₩60 million)

Very Progressive dummy (1: very progressive)

Progressive dummy (1: progressive)

Neutral dummy (1: neutral)

Conservative dummy (1: conservative)

Very Conservative dummy (1: very conservative)

Impact of Experience of Public Conflict on the Level of Public Trust

The survey question to test the hypothesis that individual experience of conflict 
with the government will affect levels of public trust negatively was “how much confi-
dence do you have in the government in the broad sense (including central govern-
ment, local governments, public enterprises, public institutions and all other kinds of 
public organizations) to act in the best interest of society?” Respondents were given 
the opportunity to rate their levels of trust on a 11-point scale, where 0 is no confi-
dence and 10 is very confident (table 3).
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Table 3. Main Variables in Measuring Trust

Variables Measurement

Dependent Variable
public trust (trust in 
government)

How much confidence do you have in the government in the 
broad sense (including central government, local governments, 
public enterprises, public institutions, and all other kinds of public 
organizations) to act in the best interest of society?
(0: no confidence, 10: very confident)

Independent Variable
direct experience of public 
conflict as a stakeholder

Have your interests or values ever been directly affected 
negatively by government policies or projects, or do you expect 
your interests or values will be affected negatively by government 
policies or projects in the future?
dummy variable (1: yes, 0: no) 

Table 4 shows descriptive statistics of public trust in Korea measured through the 
survey. The sample size is, as noted, 3,000, and 0 is not confident at all, while 10 is 
very confident.

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of Public Trust in Korea 

Public Institutions
Public Trust

Mean Standard Deviation

government in a broad sense 5.08 1.98

central government 5.04 2.00

local government 5.19 1.94

national assembly 4.03 2.12

courts 5.30 1.93

public corporations 5.43 1.85

According to the answers to the question of conflict experience during the three 
years prior to taking the survey, the survey respondents can be categorized into two 
groups: people who have experienced public conflicts directly as stakeholders (N = 
397) and people who did not experience public conflicts directly (N = 2,603) during 
2013 and 2015. Table 5 shows the demographic characteristics of the respondents. A 
comparison of the data of the group that had directly experienced public conflict expe-
rience and between the two groups suggests that middle-aged, progressive, more edu-
cated, relatively rich, male respondents experienced more conflicts than others.
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Table 5. Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

Variables

Percentage (%)

3,000
Citizens Who Experienced 

Public Conflicts Directly as a 
Stakeholder (N=397) 

Citizens Who Did Not 
Experience Public Conflicts 

(N=2,603)

Age
20s
30s
40s
50s
60 and above

538
636
670
536
620

71 (13%)
99 (16%)
122 (18%)
63 (12%)
42 (7%)

467 (87%)
537 (84%)
548 (82%)
473 (88%)
578 (93%)

Gender
Male
Female

1,467
1,533

218 (15%)
179 (12%)

1249 (85%)
1354 (88%)

Education
No Schooling
Elementary School
Middle School
High School
Vocational College

Four- Year University
master’s degree
doctoral degree

8
132
177
948
502

1,176
51
6

2 (25%)
7 (5%)
4 (2%)
84 (9%)
61 (12%)
212 (18%)
24 (47%)
3 (50%)

6 (75%)
125 (95%)
173 (98%)
864 (91%)
441 (88%)
964 (82%)
27 (53%)
3 (50%)

Income
<₩24 million
₩24-36 million
₩36-48 million
₩48-60 million
>₩60 million

1,669
748
353
156
74

200 (12%)
90 (12%)
53 (15%)
25 (16%)
20 (27%)

1,469 (88%)
658 (88%)
300 (85%)
131 (84%)
54 (73%)

Political Leanings
Very Progressive
Progressive
Neutral
Conservative
Very Conservative

109
782

1,393
638
78

25 (23%)
132 (17%)
151 (11%)
75 (12%)
14 (18%)

84 (77%)
650 (83%)

1,242 (89%)
563( 88%)
64 (82%)

To test the hypothesis that conflict experience will determine level of trust in gov-
ernment, a multiple variables regression analysis was conducted with control variables 
of gender, age, education, income, and political ideology (table 6). Variance inflation 
factors for each variable were calculated to identify whether there was a multicol-
linearity problem in the multiple variables regression model. Since the highest VIF, for 
the gender variable, was 1.98, there is multicollinearity problem.
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Table 6. Results of Multiple Variables Regression of Conflict Experience and Public Trust

Variables

Percentage (%)

ß Standard 
Error t

Variance 
Inflation 
Factor

Constant 4.36 .149 29.28

Control Variables

Male

Age

Education (≤Middle School)

Education (High School)

Education (Vocational College)

Income (Poor) (₩12-24 million)

Income (Medium) (₩24-60 million)

Income (Rich) (≥₩60 million)

Very Progressive

Progressive

Conservative

Very Conservative

Independent Variable

Conflict Experience

-.103
.018***
-.408*
-.096
-.110
.196
.106
.274

-.633**
.012

.383***
.103

-.943***

 
.081
.003
.161
.099
.103
.101
.094
.243
.192
.087
.095
.227

.106

5.40

-1.28

-2.54

-.98

-1.06

1.95

1.13

1.13

-3.29

.14

4.04

.46

-8.91

1.32

1.86

1.98

1.70

1.21

1.30

1.75

1.15

1.05

1.19

1.22

1.05

1.04

F

Adjusted R2
14.05***

.058
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001

This regression analysis indicates that if a person experienced a conflict with the 
government in Korea, the level of his or her trust in government was lower than that of 
a person who did not (ß = -.943, p<.001). If we take in to account all of the significant 
control variables, experience of public conflict emerges as the most powerful predictor 
of level of public trust in Korea, and so the first hypothesis can be adopted.

The regression analysis also suggests that older and somewhat more conservative 
people might have a higher level of trust in government, although the correlation is 
low. Very progressive people showed a lower level of trust in government than neutral 
people. The negative relationship between conflict experience and public trust in 
Korea implies that the government or individuals’ behavior (or strategy) in conflict 
management was not effective or satisfactory enough to build trust in government.
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The Impact of Experience of Public Conflict on the Level of Trust in Various 
Public Institutions

To test the second hypothesis —people will react in different ways to individual 
experience of conflict with the government, which in turn will affect their level of 
public trust in various public institutions—this study used the same survey question to 
measure trust in the government in the broad sense as shown in table 3Respondents 
again rated their levels of trust in each institution on a 11-point scale, where 0 is no 
confidence and 10 is very confident.

Table 7. Results from Multiple Variables Regression of Conflict Experience and Trust in 
               Various Public Institutions in Korea

Variables

Trust in

Central 
Government 

Agencies

Local 
Government

National 
Assembly Courts Public 

Corporations

Constant 4.31 4.48 3.76 4.84 4.96

ß

Control Variables 

Male

Age

Education (£Middle School)

Education (High School)

Education (Vocational College)

Income (Poor) (₩12-24 million)

Income (Medium) ₩24-60 million)

Income (Rich) (≥₩60 million)

Very Progressive

Progressive

Conservative

Very Conservative

-.036

.018***

-.294

-.135

-.059

.170

.063

.166

-.541**

-.012

.402***

.172

-.136

.017***

.072

.045

.001

.058

.099

.118

-.385*

.024

.191*

-.165

-.087

.008*

.025

.138

.114

.026

-.054

-.114

-.218

.120

.154

-.768**

-.213**

.013***

-.213

-.170

-.040

.169

.146

.069

-.568**

.078

.329***

-.183

-.214**

.014***

-.122

-.121

.031

.114

.163

-.385

-.311

.035

.186*

-.101
Independent Variable

Conflict Experience
-.882*** -.760*** -1.01*** -.811*** -.914***

F

Adjusted R2
12.61***

.052

11.32***

.047

9.69***

.041

10.20***

.043

11.95***

.050

*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001
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Using the same multiple variables regression model that was used in testing the 
first hypothesis, this study tested and compared relationships between individual expe-
riences of conflict and levels of trust in different public institutions, including central 
government agencies, local governments, the national assembly, courts, and public 
corporations in Korea (table 7).

Table 7 suggests significantly negative relationships between conflict experience 
and levels of trust in all the various public institutions and degrees of impact of con-
flict experience are different, supporting the hypothesis that the different ways people 
react to conflict experience has an impact on their levels of trust in various public 
institutions. Interestingly, the negative impact of conflict experience was the largest (ß 
= -1.01) for the level of trust in the national assembly and the lowest (ß = -.7.60) for 
the level of trust in local government. Individual experience of public conflicts low-
ered the levels of public trust in public corporations and central government agencies 
more than in courts. Age was the common and significant factor affecting the level of 
public trust. Income and gender also made a difference in the level of trust in different 
institutions.

The different impacts of conflict experience on levels of trust in different public 
institutions may be due to the different characteristics (e.g., frequency, severity, or 
scope) of public conflicts particular to each public institution. For example, public 
conflicts that were intensified in politicized public policy making in the national 
assembly might negatively affect the level of trust in national assembly. Also, conflict 
experience related to the central government lowered the level of trust in central gov-
ernment agencies more than conflict experience related to local government did.

Impact of Individual Conflict Approaches on the Level of Trust in 
Government

To test the third hypothesis about the effect of individual approaches to conflict 
management on the level of trust in government, this study used a survey question 
asking which activities in the three years prior to the survey the survey respondent had 
participated in individually or as representative of an organization when he or she 
experienced conflict with the government. The question could be answered only by 
people who had experienced conflict in the prior three years before taking the survey. 
Out of the 3,000 selected for the survey, only 397 respondents had experienced public 
conflict in the preceding three years; these 397selected all the activities they had taken 
part in among 20 choices (table 8).
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Table 8. Participation Modes of Citizens Who Have Experienced Conflict

Participation Mode Frequencies 

lumping it (doing nothing)
attending official presentations for residents
participating in public hearings
participating in an opinion poll
filing a petition via government website
meeting with a mayor or a governor
meeting with a national assembly member
filing a petition with an ombudsman office
requesting a national audit
attending a press conference
voting on a referendum
taking part in a signature campaign
adding signature to a petition recalling elected officials
participating in administrative litigation
holding a one-person demonstration
attending a mass rally
serving on an advisory committee
serving on a citizen jury
ad-hoc collaborative governance committee

214 (37.5%)
30 (5.3%)
18 (3.2%)

101 (17.7%)
14 (2.5%)
6 (1.1%)
5 (0.9%)
4 (0.7%)
2 (0.4%)
1 (0.2%)
43 (7.5%)
94 (16.5%)
6 (1.1%)
7 (1.2%)
3 (0.5%)
14 (2.5%)
2 (0.4%)
0 (0%)

6 (1.1%)

Total 570 (100%)

For a more meaningful statistical analysis, it is necessary to further divide these 
various individual approaches into a small number of typologies. Five categories of 
conflict approaches are formulated: lumping it, conventional participation, active par-
ticipation, rights- and/or power-based approaches, and deliberation. Lumping it means 
doing nothing. Conventional participation category refers to the case in which an indi-
vidual participated only in one or more of the three conventional public opinion con-
sultation methods: attending an official presentation for residents, participating in a 
public hearing, and participating in an opinion poll.

Rights- or/and power-based approaches account for the cases when an individual 
happened to use any rights-based or power-based approach, such as petitioning an 
ombudsman office, participating in a signature campaign for recalling an elected official, 
participating in administrative litigation, or participating in a mass rally. The typology of 
deliberation includes participation in ad-hoc collaborative governance committees ( indi-
viduals who use deliberative strategies may also use rights-based strategies, such as 
administration litigation). Participation in an ad-hoc collaborative governance committee 
is rare, but it may be influential in building trust in government.
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The category of active participation covers the cases where an individual used vari-
ous approaches except rights- and power-based approaches and deliberation. For 
example, the participation of a citizen who took part in a public hearing or signature 
campaign, voted in a referendum, or submitted a petition via government website is 
categorized as active. Consequently, all the different combinations of individual 
approaches in the sample of 397 people with conflict experience are assigned to one of 
the five modes of conflict approaches (table 9).

Table 9. Types of Individual Approaches to Public Conflict in the Sample

Types of Approaches Frequencies 

lumping It
conventional participation
active participation
rights- and/or power-based approaches
deliberation

214 (53.9%)
41 (10.4%)
113 (28.4%)
23 (5.8%)
6 (1.5%)

Total 397

Interestingly, it was observed that more than 50% of Korean people who experi-
enced public conflict in the three years prior to the survey lumped it (table 9). Motiva-
tion for lumping it may be different for different people. Some people might not do 
anything because they trust the government or because they lack power or are frustrat-
ed. In any case, just avoiding conflicts may ultimately be unsatisfactory, since they 
will end up merely accumulating grievances in the long run. On the other hand, not 
many of the respondents engaged in deliberation through multistakeholder processes 
or negotiations with governments (1.5%) (table 9). The reason for this may be that the 
Korean public is not often presented with the opportunity to participate in negotiation 
or deliberation with governments as a conflict prevention or resolution mechanism.

To test the hypothesis that rights- and power-based approaches to address public 
conflict with the government will affect the levels of public trust more negatively than 
other conflict approaches a multiple variables regression analysis was conducted (table 
10). As conflict experience is believed to affect level of public trust negatively in 
Korea according to the first hypothesis, conflict approaches that people adopted to 
address their concerns ought to influence levels of public trust, and results from the 
regression analysis partly support this hypothesis. When people who faced conflicts 
opted to take a rights- and/or power-based approach, their level of public trust in gov-
ernment was significantly reduced (ß = -1.44, p<.01), more than in cases of people 
who just lumped. People who participated actively in using other strategies also 
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showed less public trust (ß = -.709, p<.05) than people who just lumped it.
It is suspected that the level of public trust was reduced with rights- and/or pow-

er-based approaches because such approaches are costly, less satisfactory than other 
approaches, and worsen the relationship with the government. However, it is unknown 
why people chose rights- and/or power-based approaches, and so that requires further 
research. In the case of people participating actively using strategies other than rights- 
or power-based approaches and deliberation via conventional channels of public con-
sultation and/or through voluntary activities, it is likely that those conventional chan-
nels and the people’s own efforts were not sufficient to resolve conflicts or build trust 
in government.

Table 10. Results from Multiple Variables Regression of Conflict Approaches and Trust 
                 in Government in Korea

Variables
Trust in Government

b Standard 
Error t

Variance 
Inflation 
Factor

Constant 2.99 .475 6.28 -

Control Variables
Male
Age
Education (£Middle School)
Education (High School)
Education (Vocational College)
Income (Poor) (₩12-24 million)
Income (Medium) (₩24-60 million)
Income (Rich) (³₩60 million)
Very Progressive
Progressive
Conservative
Very Conservative

-.062
.029**

.298

.059
-.238
.548

.959**

1.49**

-1.61**

-.641*

.445

.021

.267

.010

.735

.314

.338

.342

.308

.571

.505

.280

.336

.656

-.23
2.71
.41
.19
-.70
1.60
3.11
2.62
-3.19
-2.29
1.33
.03

1.34
1.34
1.29
1.23
1.12
1.31
1.74
1.34
1.13
1.31
1.30
1.10

Conflict Approaches
Conventional Participation
Active Participation
Rights and Power Based
Deliberation

.153
-.709*

-1.44**

-1.27

.397

.276

.518

.975

0.39
-2.57
-2.77
-1.30

1.10
1.16
1.10
1.06

F

Adjusted R2
3.89***

.141

*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001
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Impact of the Level of Trust in Government on Individual Conflict Approaches

As shown in testing the first and third hypotheses, individual conflict experience 
with the government and the behaviors people adopt to address their concerns seem to 
reduce the level of trust in government significantly. To complete the picture of this 
vicious circle of conflict and trust in Korea, it is necessary to test the fourth hypothe-
sis: that lower levels of public trust will induce more people to adopt rights- and pow-
er-based approaches to conflict management.

If people with a lower trust in government are willing to use more adversarial 
approaches such as rights- or power-based approaches, it is expected that the level of 
trust in government will be lowered more. When it comes to approaches to dealing 
with conflict with the government in the future, the 3,000 respondents were asked to 
select only one among 11 choices (table 11).

Table 11. Approaches to Public Conflict in the Future

Types of Individual Approaches Frequencies 

lumping it
filing a petition
meeting with a national assembly member
taking part in a signature campaign
attending a press conference
participating in administrative litigation
forming an alliance with another group
taking part in a demonstration
negotiating with government
collaborating in multiparty governance
other 

1,327 (44.2%)
641 (21.4%)
16 (0.5%)

492 (16.4%)
12 (0.4%)
220 (7.3%)

87 (2.9)
113 (3.8%)
20 (0.7%)
65 (2.2%)
7 (0.2%)

Total 3,000 (100%)

  
To provide a more meaningful statistical analysis, five other types of approach to 

conflict were generated as dependent variables in testing the fourth hypothesis: lump-
ing it, grievance-lodging activities, rights-based activities, power-based activities, and 
negotiation. Signing a petition or meeting with a national assembly member to issue a 
complaint were counted as grievance-lodging activities. Participating in administra-
tive litigation was considered a rights-based activity, while participating in signature 
campaigns and press conferences, forming an alliance with another group, and taking 
part in a demonstration were considered power-based activities. Consultation with the 
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government or multiparty collaborative governance were treated as instances of 
negotiation.

Table 12 shows the approaches taken by both citizens with conflict experience and 
citizens without it. Interestingly, citizens with past conflict experience were willing to 
adopt more power-based approaches (39.5%), the rights-based approach (9.4%), and 
negotiation (4.0%) in the future than citizens without it. Within the group of citizens 
with past conflict experience, unfortunately, almost 40% were willing to use pow-
er-based approaches to address their concerns in future conflicts. Adding in people 
who considered the rights-based approach means that almost 50% of the Korean peo-
ple rely on power- or rights-based approaches in managing conflict. In addition, 26% 
of the people chose to just lump it. Those potential patterns of behaviors of the public 
in conflict situations imply that the Korean dispute resolution system has been work-
ing ineffectively, incurring high social costs, worsening the relationship between the 
people and governments, and lowering trust among stakeholders and governments.

Table 12. Individual Approaches to Public Conflict by Citizens Who Have and Who Have             
                 Not Experienced Conflict

Types of Individual 
Approaches to Public 
Conflict

Citizens Who Have Experienced 
Public Conflicts

N=395 (100%)

Citizens Who Have Not 
Experienced Public Conflicts

N=2,598 (100%)

lumping it
grievances lodging
rights-based approach
power-based approach
negotiation

104 (26.3%)
82 (20.8%)
37 (9.4%)

156 (39.5%)
16 (4.0%)

1,223 (47.1%)
575 (22.1%)
183 (7.0%)
548 (21.1%)
69 (2.7%)

In order to test the impact of levels of trust in government on individual approaches 
to conflict in the future, multiple logistic regression analyses were conducted for each 
category of individual approach to public conflict (table 13). Marginal effects after 
logistic regression show that public trust has a positive relationship with the lumping it 
approach and negative relationships with the rights- and power-based approaches, 
partly supporting the hypothesis that levels of trust in government will determine indi-
vidual approaches to public conflict with government. In other words, if the level of 
trust increases (or decreases) by one unit, then the willingness to use a power-based 
approach may be decreased (or increased) by 2.2% and willingness to use a rights-
based approach by 0.5%. Also, if the level of trust increases by one unit, then lumping 
it will increase by 3.6%. Interestingly, level of education shows a statistically mean-
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ingful influence on approaches to conflict but with opposite correlations between 
lumping it and rights- and power-based approaches. Citizens with lower education 
tend to lump it more and use rights- or power-based approaches less.

Table 13. Results (Marginal Effects) from Logistic Regression of Public Trust 
                 and Individual Approaches to Future Conflict

Variables
Potential Conflict Behavior

Lumping 
It

Grievance 
Lodging

Rights 
Based

Power 
Based

Negotiation

Control Variables
Male
Age
Education (£Middle School)
Education (High School)
Education (Vocational College)
Income (Poor) (₩12-24 million)
Income (Medium) (₩24-60 million)
Income (Rich) (≥₩60 million)
Very Progressive
Progressive
Conservative
Very Conservative

-.170
-.002

1.27***

.524***

.600***

.139

.129
-.411
.244
-.066
-.055
-.219

.025
.002*

-.096***

-.033
-.009
.005
.008
.072
-.031
-.017
.028
-.032

.029**

-.000
-.033*

-.023*

-.027*

-.001
-.012
.025

-.034*

-.010
.003
.059

-.042*

-.001
-.124***

-.057**

-.091***

-.030
.002
.023
.014
.021
-.017
.006

.021**

-.000
-.014
.003
.006
-.002
-.014*

-.006
.016*

-.004
.015

Independent Variable

Trust in Government
.036*** -.006 -.005* -.022*** -.002

χ2

Pseudo R2

177.74***

.043

29.45**

.009

40.67***

.026

102.55***

.031

26.87**

.035

*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

We cannot completely prevent public conflict from occurring in a society. Howev-
er, we can manage public conflicts in ways to prevent them from getting so serious 
that they end up incurring high social costs and reducing trust among stakeholders and 
in the government. This study has considered whether there is a vicious cycle of public 
conflict and level of trust in government in Korea. Testing the first, third, and fourth 



76   Dong-Young Kim

The Korean Journal of Policy Studies

hypotheses reveals empirically that public conflict experiences negatively affects the 
level of trust in government in Korea (the first hypothesis) and that lower levels of 
trust in government can also lead citizens to adopt less effective approaches to con-
flict, such as rights- and power-based approaches (the fourth hypothesis), which in 
turn may lower the level of trust in government (the third hypothesis). Thus, this study 
concludes that Korea seems to be in a vicious cycle of conflict and public trust.

If the number of public conflicts increases and their severity intensifies, effective 
conflict management on the part of both the government and the citizens will be criti-
cal in rebuilding trust in government. Currently, the use of rights- and power-based 
approaches seem to be associated with a low level of public trust. It is imperative for 
the government to think about how to reduce the cases of lumping it and of resorting 
to rights- or power-based approaches and instead increase reliance on beneficial pro-
cesses like negotiation and collaborative governance through which stakeholders can 
build trust. Kim (2014) suggests that despite a history of prolonged, serious public 
conflict, stakeholders, including government agencies, can build trust among them-
selves through a collaborative governance mechanism, such as the Shi-Hwa Sustain-
able Development Committee in Korea.

It is not clear what percentage of public trust derives from public experience of 
public conflicts and what percentage is accounted for by other determinants, such as 
integrity and performance of the government. However, it is quite certain that the pub-
lic’s experience of public conflicts is not constructive but detrimental to relationships 
and that the effect of conflict on public trust is negative, which, in turn, is highly likely 
to promote more and severe conflicts in the future.

Thus, government efforts to reduce the number and severity of public conflicts 
through innovative and more effective ways of conflict management may contribute to 
increasing the level of public trust, and the roles and capacities of public sectors in 
managing public conflicts will be very important in building public trust.

More in-depth case studies in which researchers trace the source of public trust or 
distrust following certain conflict management processes would be helpful. It would also 
be very useful to assess the impact of strategic media, which tends to aggravate conflicts, 
on the level of trust in government. In addition, apart from the control variables that this 
study uses, there may be other potential and idiosyncratic variables that may affect pub-
lic trust only in Korea, such as regional affiliation and profession. Thus, it would be 
worthwhile to explore those factors as independent variables in future research. If those 
factors prove to be significant variables that affect public trust in Korea, the argument of 
this study will be strengthened by controlling those variables too. 
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