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Distrust, mistrust, untrust and information practices

Isto Huvila

Introduction. We report the results of an investigation of the role and implications of the
shortage of trust (untrust), mistrust and distrust in the context of information work. Whereas
trust has been discussed extensively in information studies literature, its ’dark side’ has been
largely omitted before.
Method. The conceptual discussion is based on empirical material gathered using thematic
interviews of (N=17) Swedish archaeology professionals with special interest in the
management of archaeological information.
Analysis. The analysis of the interviews was based on a method drawing from the constant
comparative method and close reading of the transcripts.
Results. The analysis shows that it is possible to distinguish systemic factors related to
components, systemic processes and environment that contribute to the emergence and
persistence of trust, distrust, mistrust and untrust, and shifts between the different modes of
(un)confidence.
Conclusion. Distrust, mistrust and untrust have related but distinct influence on information
work, they coexist with trust and can have similarly positive implications for the information
activities. Finally, similarly to distrust and trust, also untrust and mistrust can be
conceptualised following Luhmann as strategies of reducing uncertainty.

Introduction
Trust and cognitive authority are central concepts in information seeking and sharing research. Trust is
both a premise and outcome of sharing (Wilson, 2010) and using information (Kelton et al., 2008) and an
important prerequisite of the success of information work in organisations and teams (e.g. Widén-Wulff &
Ginman, 2004; Huvila, 2013a). In contrast to the tendency of the information science literature to see trust
as a binary, or at the most scalar issue of trusting or not trusting, Marsh and Dibben (2005) have made a
convincing case that the different confidence related states of trust, untrust, mistrust and distrust are
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separate phenomena with specific, even if related, implications. In contrast to the relatively extensive
research on the impact and emergence of trust in the context of information seeking and (information and
knowledge) sharing, there are few studies (with exception of e.g. Rutten et al., 2016) that focus on the
opposite, the emergence of distrust, mistrust and untrust (borrowing the concept of Marsh and Dibben,
2005 to refer to a lack of sufficient trust) in a social setting and their implications for information
practices. Similarly, there is relatively little research that would attempt to bridge the apparent gap
between the investigations of seeker and user side perceptions and the management perspectives to the
processual and systemic formation of (un)trust.

The aim of this article is to explore a part of the larger question of the practices of producing and
unproducing credibility and trustworthiness of information by investigating the perimeters and
intersections of trust, shortage of trust, mistrust and distrust in the context of an institutionalised
information process. The research question is how the lack and shortage of trust affect information work.
This exploratory study is based on an empirical interview material (N=17) of Swedish professionals
working with the management of archaeological information.

Literature review

Trust in information science research

Trust is a recurrent topic in information science literature even if there is a certain lack of consensus on
whether the volume of research should be characterised as small or large (Kelton et al., 2008 cf.; Pilerot,
2013). The critique of Kelton et al. (2008) on the “relative dearth of research on trust in the field of
information science” is undoubtedly valid if the volume of studies is compared to the field of information
systems science as they do. Also, even if trust is a recurrent topic in information science research, there
are comparatively few systematic attempts to capture and conceptualise trust as a whole. Much of the
earlier research has focused on describing, scrutinising and categorising different types of trust (e.g.
McDowell, 2002) and their role in specific information practices and contexts (e.g. Van House, 2002) but
there have been fewer attempts to capture the phenomenon in its entirety. Without any doubt, the most
notable exception is Wilson’s work on second-hand knowledge and cognitive authorities (Wilson, 1983)
that presents a concise delineation of trust and its influence on information activities.

What is generally known is that trust plays a central enabling role in cooperative work (e.g. Choo, 1998;
Huvila, 2013c) and action (e.g. Meyers et al., 2009), scientific communication and is frequently
mentioned as a premise of effective information sharing (e.g. Meyers et al., 2009; Pilerot & Limberg,
2011). Trust in information sources is also frequently cited as an important factor that influences
information seeking (e.g. de Alwis et al., 2006; Huvila, 2013b) and especially the assessment of the
relevance retrieved of information (e.g. Boyd, 2004). Information and knowledge management (IKM)
oriented information research has argued that trust has a significant impact on information creation
processes (e.g. Huotari & Chatman, 2001; Huotari & Iivonen, 2004). Trust is also premise of accepting
the truthfulness and relevance of information (Fallis & Whitcomb, 2009), or as Hardwig (1991) has
argued, a constituent of knowledge. In most contexts, it is impossible to know without trusting.

However, both in general and in relation to trust, information science research has been largely
preoccupied by the development of technical and social informational systems (for organisation,
management and retrieval), their (potential) users and to a certain extent on information processes and
management on an organisational level. Trustworthiness is a property of an information source or channel
whether an archival record (e.g. Duranti, 1995) or a website (e.g. Fogg, 2003; Metzger & Flanagin, 2007),
or of a particular kind of information as the observation of Metzger et al. (2010) on users’ propensity to
trust on information that is considered to be objective rather subjective shows. Even in reciprocal contexts
of information exchange, the focus has been typically on seeker-side needs and behaviour (Yang, 2013).
There has been considerably less empirical and analytical research on behaviours and practices related to
the management, giving and organisation of information and especially how these practices are related to
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the emergence of trust.

The emergence of trust has been discussed in the context of the reuse of research data in different
scientific communities. Information on how research data were defined, measured, selected, recorded and
calibrated help scientists trust it (Wallis et al., 2007; Faniel et al., 2012). In addition to the transparency of
the procedures (or chain of custody, see Yeo, 2013), also the reputation and scholarly affiliation of the data
producer and the data repository play a role in the emergence of trust (Faniel et al., 2013). The findings
from the project on the data reuse of archaeologists and social scientists of Yakel, Faniel and colleagues
has underlined the significance of knowing the context of information as a source of trust (Faniel et al.,
2013). Trust is not generalisable and related to situation in hand (Kelton et al., 2008). The informants of
Donaldson and Conway (2015) also underlined the significance of authenticity and the proper form of
documents, and the trustworthiness of first-hand versus second-hand evidence.

Distrust, mistrust and untrust

In contrast to trust, there is considerably less literature on mistrust, distrust and untrust and how they
come into being especially in the context of information science. Mistrust is still a key component in some
of the major theories and frameworks of the field. Mistrust is a significant driver of information poverty
and the emergence of small worlds in the work Chatman (e.g. Chatman, 1996, 1999). Also information
anxiety related practices like information avoidance (e.g. Narayan et al., 2011) and an experience of
information overflow and other informational pathologies (Bawden & Robinson, 2009) can be partially
traced back to a sense of mistrust or distrust, the shortage of trust.

In contrast to untrust, there are different definitions of the three concepts of mistrust and distrust but they
tend to be close to those provided by Marsh and Dibben (2005) who describe distrust as negative form
trust and mistrust as (either intentionally or unintentionally) ’betrayed’ or misplaced trust. Not all authors
make an explicit distinction between distrust and mistrust (e.g. Currall & Epstein, 2003). In some cases
mistrust has been used to describe a generic form of negative trust (e.g. Allen & Wilson, 2003) i.e. distrust
according to the framework of Marsh and Dibben (2005), or vice versa (e.g. Kramer, 1999).

A common perception is that emergence of trust and distrust take place in similar processes (e.g.
Korsgaard et al., 2010). A similarly common assumption has been that they are two ends of the same
scale (from negative distrust to positive trust) (Bartkus & Davis, 2009) but more recently, for instance
Lewicki et al. (1998), have stressed that trust and distrust can (and tend to) coexist and that they should be
measured in parallel scales from low to high. Furthermore, as Solomon underlines, “distrust is an essential
aspect of trust itself” (Solomon, 2000, p. 241). MacAllister (1997) has also criticised earlier assumptions
of the the categorical negative dysfunctionality of distrust and positive functionality of trust. Lewicki and
Tomlinson (2006) has incorporated these observations to an overarching framework of trust that takes in
to account both negative and positive trust and distrust. There is, however, an asymmetry between trust
and distrust; distrust emerges easier than trust (Kramer, 1999) and it does not co-exist with all types of
trust. For instance, simple unarticulated routine trust lacks distrust, blind non-questioning trust objects the
possibility of distrust whereas authentic articulated and doubtful trust takes distrust into consideration
even if it is eventually rejected (Solomon, 2000).

A central factor that contribute to the emergence of distrust and mistrust is suspicion (Kramer, 1999) and
in case of mistrust (as in Marsh & Dibben, 2005), the experience of unmet or violated expectations
(Kramer, 1999). As Kramer (1999) notes, suspicion can be based on more or less rational premises. Also
attempts to control and monitor others (in order to increase trust) have been found to be factors that
undermine trust and result in distrust (e.g. Piccoli & Ives, 2003; Hochschild, 1983) similarly to the social
categorisation mechanisms which have been recognised as way of forming and maintaining trust on ’us’
(McKnight et al., 1996) have been simultaneously identified instigate distrust on the ’others’ (Kramer,
1999; Bartkus & Davis, 2009). In contrast, clarification of untrustworthy behaviour has been suggested to
be contributing to the reinstituting of trust (Pai & Gasson, 2008).
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Even if it might seem counter-intuitive, distrust and mistrust are not anomalies. Even if mistrust (e.g.
Zand, 1997) and distrust are typically seen as problems, Kramer (1999) has underlined the significance of
distrust as a factor that both hinders and facilitates social cohesion, “may, in a very fundamental sense,
constitute potent and important forms of social capital” (Kramer, 1999). Negative forms of trust can also
have indirect consequences like the adoption of particular technologies (Levy, 2015). At the same time
however, distrust and distrust related behaviours can trigger a “reciprocal distrust loop” with accumulating
negative effects (Cerne et al., 2014). Zand (1997) lists that mistrust leads to lack of cooperation,
weakening of relationships, suspicions and deception.

Methods and material
The empirical material consists of qualitative interviews (N=17) of Swedish archaeology professionals
with special interest in the management of archaeological information. The interviews were based on the
semi-structured thematic interview approach of Hirsjärvi and Hurme (1995). All interviews were
conducted by the author, taped and transcribed professionally. The interviews lasted in average 60
minutes. The interviews focussed on the interviewees’ professional work, their views on the current state
and future prospects of archaeological archiving, information management, quality of information and
information work. Interviewees were not asked direct questions about trust, untrust, distrust and mistrust
(using the analytical terms) but both explicit and implicit references to them could be identified in
different contexts throughout the interview record. The advantage of the approach is that trust, untrust,
distrust and mistrust can be analysed in naturalistic context without overemphasising its role in
archaeological information work. An obvious drawback is the possibility that the interviews might have
failed to capture a part of the phenomenon.

The group of informants represents a convenience sample of Swedish professionals with a special interest
in archiving archaeology, both genders and varying length of professional experience. The initial group
was formed by contacting professionals who participated in a workshop on archaeological archiving
organised by a third party in 2013 in Sweden. Invitations were sent to participants met by the author at the
event. In addition, during the interviews the interviewees were asked to provide names of persons they
considered the author should interview. Considering the sampling approach, the group of interviewees is
not representative of a larger population, but is still useful considering the conceptual and exploratory
rather confirmatory aims of the present study. For reporting purposes, the interviewees were assigned false
names (Table 1). 

Table 1: Interviewees.
Interviewee Description
Adraksin Finds information administrator at a national institution

Bagration Administrative director of a contract financed archaeological department a regional
museum

Bezukhov Archivist, information manager at a national institution

Bolkonsky Administrative director of a contract financed archaeological department a regional
museum

Denisov Finds administrator at a national institution
Dokhturov Coordinator at a private archaeology consultancy
Dolokhov Researcher in archaeology at a Swedish university
Hélène Archivist at a national institution
Kirsten Field archaeologist at a private archaeology consultancy
Kuragin Coordinator at a contract archaeology department at a regional museum
Malvintsev Archivist at a national institution
Natasha Data archivist working at a data archive



Rostov Administrator at a county administrative board
Shapovalov Researcher in archaeology at a university
Vereshchagin Researcher in archaeology at a university, data archivist working at a data archive
Yermolov Information manager at a national institution

The author analysed the interviews using a method drawing from the constant comparative method
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and close reading (DuBois, 2003) of the transcripts. The analysis followed an
iterative process of categorising, writing and recategorising the material, identifying potential expressions
relating to experiences of trust, untrust, mistrust and distrust in the narratives of the interviewees. In order
to control for an over-expression of individual opinions, the analysis places a special emphasis on views
expressed by multiple interviewees. Similarly, a special emphasis was placed on controlling apparent bias
related to the age and professional experience of the interviewees. Perhaps somewhat unintuitively they
did not seem to have a noticeable impact on the expressed views. The results were revisited after one
month of the initial analysis using negative case analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) with a specific purpose
of finding contradictory evidence that would decrease the reliability of the drawn conclusions.

Theoretical considerations
The theoretical underpinnings of this study are founded on soft systems thinking of Checkland and
colleagues (Checkland & Poulter, 2010; Reynolds & Holwell, 2010) and a perspective on trust as a
processual and structural (in Giddensian sense e.g. as in Giddens, 1984) rather than information object
(document) or personal/relational individual level issue. The fundamental quality of a soft system (i.e.
systems involving human beings and cultural concerns, Checkland, 2000) is its complexity and fluidity
compared to an artificial (e.g. computer) system (Checkland, 1981).

From a soft systems perspective, trust untrust, distrust and mistrust emerge and reside in a systemic
context composed of the parts of the system, systemic processes (the functioning of the system) and its
environment. In the context of the earlier trust related information science research, these constituents of a
system in context can be related to individual and situational factors (and related research), systemic and
institutional trust, and (contextual) norms as sources and loci of trust and the lack of it.

The rationale of applying soft systems oriented approach to this study is to be able to place individual
trust related practices within the system of managing archaeological information in Sweden and to
understand the formation and implications of (the lack of) trust not as individual deeds but as parts of a
larger ecology of activities simultaneously striking a balance between an emphasis of practices and
processes, things (or components) and the environment. While maintaining the distinction between social
and epistemic forms of trust (McDowell, 2002), a systemic perspective makes it possible to explicate their
interaction in context and in relation to different elements that constitute the context. Furthermore, an
additional strength of the soft systems approach is that it is especially useful for identifying experienced
problems and incoherencies in the systems and their functioning (Smith, 1980, p. 28).

Findings
Earlier literature on archaeological information work in Sweden (and in general, in other countries) has
underlined the significance of trust in how archaeologists evaluate information and in how archaeological
work is regulated (e.g. Huvila, 2006). Overviews of archaeological (information) work in Sweden have
been published, for instance, by Huvila (2006), Jensen with colleagues (Jensen, 2012) and the Swedish
National Heritage Board (e.g. RAÄ, 2015; Sohlenius, 2014; Krantz & Smith, 2012; Paulsson & Svensson,
2005). Especially the shift of archaeological fieldwork from public institutions to commercial and semi-
commercial actors in many countries (including Sweden, Finland and the UK) has led to increasing
formal regulation and documentation of explicit quality criteria (e.g. Sohlenius, 2014; Museovirasto,
2016; Gustafsson & Magnusson Staaf, 2001), archaeological quality is difficult to determine and



appropriateness of work procedures and documentation methods varies case by case. Therefore, in
addition to being a question of fulfilling certain formal criteria, the perceived quality is largely dependent
on trust on the integrity and quality of the work of the archaeologists responsible for the information. The
nexus of trust in archaeological information process is the field archaeologist that originally documented
an observation either during an excavation or a survey but it is an essential aspect of the work of
archaeological heritage administrators that supervise fieldwork and make decisions on the need of
archaeological interventions, archivists that manage and preserve archaeological information, researchers
that use documentation data, and for instance, museum professionals that use documentation as a basis for
designing exhibitions (Ireland & Schofield, 2016; Faniel et al., 2013; Kriesberg et al., 2013; Huvila,
2006). In contrast to the relatively frequent emphases of the importance of trust, similarly to the literature
in general, there are few references to the negative side of trust in the literature.

The analysis of the empirical material during the present study shows, however, that it is possible to
distinguish systemic factors related to components (parts of the system and their actions/functioning e.g.
individuals, tools and practices), systemic processes (how the system works) and environment (how the
system interacts with and is conditional to its external context and norms) that contribute to the emergence
and persistence of trust, distrust, mistrust and untrust, and shifts between the different modes of
(un)confidence in course of information work. Even if this tripartite perspective to the structure of systems
(Checkland, 1981) has been criticised for being too simplistic to account for the complexity of many real
world systems (Checkland, 2000), it can be deemed useful for providing a framework for the relatively
high-level conceptual purposes of this study. On the basis of this systematisation it is possible to draw
inferences about intersections of trust, distrust, mistrust, untrust and information practices in this
particular context.

Components

The interviewees made several references to how they trusted and lacked trust to the different components
of the system of managing archaeological information. As a predominantly human system, the central
components of the soft system of archaeological information management are archaeologists and
archivists. In general, the interviewees indicated that they trusted their colleagues and direct distrust or
mistrust on particular individuals was mentioned only by Rostov who had recently realised that “good
heavens, nobody [i.e. the persons he had trusted to do so] takes care of this”.

Several interviewees made references to reviewing the paperwork of colleagues, which revealed a mixture
of trust and untrust in their work. Both Kirsten and Kuragin explained that they read reports written by
their colleagues and subordinates for quality control purposes. They both saw this expression of a relative
untrust on report-writer (human component) as contributing to the emergence of trust in the report (non-
human component). Bolkonsky and Shapovalov made related remarks to how their mixture of trust on
field archaeologists to produce relevant documentation and distrust on archiving it properly was
intertwined with their opposite trust and distrust on archivists to be capable of keeping the records but not
assessing their usefulness.

Rostov highlighted the complementarity of trust and (potential) mistrust. He works as an administrative
officer and is responsible for the oversight of the work of field archaeology units but because of the
amount of work, his possibilities to actively supervise their work are limited. But he explained that this is
not a problem because he had an “enormous trust on the researchers [..] they all are professional actors
and because of the [commercial] competition [between contractors] a failure in managing [archaeological]
finds or late reporting can lead to that they will be excluded from the forthcoming tenders”. Even if he
explained that he had trust on the contractors, his trust was moderated by certain distrust and an awareness
of the potential consequences of mistrust. It was also notable that his trust on that field archaeologists
delivered their documentation had increased considerably since the 1990s (cf. Huvila, 2006).

Besides human-beings, the interviewees made frequent references to their (lack of ) trust on
archaeological collections and documentation. Similarly to colleagues, documentation was considered to



be generally reliable but at the same time it was not uncommon to untrust, distrust (Bolkonsky) and even
mistrust (Bezukhov) its availability and adequateness for one’s own purposes, which were often
considered to be poorly understood by other stakeholders of archaeological information (e.g. Dolokhov).
Especially the completeness of the local collections of reports and documentation was mistrusted by many
(e.g. Bezukhov, Denisov). In these cases, the mistrust could also serve as a prompt to call colleagues and
ask directly for a copy of the report or a specific piece of information (e.g. Bagration).

Similarly to collections, some interviewees commented also their (lack of) trust on various tools (e.g.
Bolkonsky, Bagration, Hélène) and especially their longevity and compatibility with other tools.
Generally the interviewees tended to trust that if there was a tool (e.g. an information system), it would
make things easier. Only Hélène (with a background in information technology) was explicitly distrusting
her colleagues’ trust of the capability of technologies to deliver simple solutions to complex problems of
preserving digital data.

Systemic processes

Whereas the interviewees showed considerable confidence to the components of the system of managing
archaeological information, there were more doubts about the interactions within the system. Several
informants had recently learned about the diversity of archiving practices in different archaeology related
organisations and expressed mistrust in the appropriateness of the current procedures and how they are
regulated (e.g. Kirsten, Kuragin, Natasha, Adraksin). Bagration explained how he had lost his confidence
on the current standard procedures of conserving metal artefacts: “The current conservation procedures of
iron artefacts do not work! On this matter I have managed to scare the [institution] in [municipality],
that’s how it is. [..] Iron needs to be conserved again in five years.”.

Kuragin compared the unsatisfactory state of the management of primary research data to the integrity of
the systematic and well-organised process of managing artefacts giving this discrepancy of trust and
distrust as a reason to put specific effort into the development of the first mentioned process. In contrast,
Dolokhov and Denisov who both were in closer contact with the management of artefacts, expounded on
the problems with the process and expressed rather contrary feelings. Even if Dolokhov was dissatisfied
and lacked trust with how the current processes of managing archaeological information were capable of
leveraging the “enormous” research potential of the field documentation data, he was generally satisfied
with its layout, that of placing responsibility on investigators for the investigation and for administrators
on administration. His satisfaction, the confidence of Yermolov and Bagration that the process works and
national institutions have to take their responsibility and say how the archaeological process should be
managed, statements that things “have to be archived” (Dokhturov) and the different actors have to “take
responsibility” (Adraksin) all evince of a high level of trust that in part keep the process together and in
part stagnate it.

Rostov mentioned standardisation of procedures and following of best practices as a way of steering work
to better practices and especially to avoidance of bad procedures: “don’t do this, it has shown to be
[extremely] bad” even if he was in general, as distrusting as the most of the other interviewees on the
capability of the standardisation to mend the processes of managing archaeological information. Adraksin
noted that because of the assumed (and to a degree experienced) lack of trust on the availability of
resources and time, mistrust based on earlier attempts and distrust on that there would be an actor that
would and could take an overall responsibility in a situation when the duties are divided between regional
and national bodies (noted also by Dolokhov) and the confidence of the easiness and cheapness of
developing local solutions effectively hindered cooperation and formal sharing of information. Adraksin
added though, that even if the formal collaboration was not especially common, there were attempts to
keep up informal exchange of information. In general, the interviewees had more trust on processes and
parts of the system close to themselves than on processes owned and controlled by others.

Kuragin provides an illustrative perspective to the breakdown of a process and shift between trust,
emerging untrust and expectations of mistrust by expounding on his experiences of the shift from public



ownership of archaeological fieldwork to a semi-regulated market with independent private contractors. In
spite of the fears of a breakdown he underlines that the threats have not realised and “there are no bad
archaeologists, it doesn’t end up with a bad archaeology [..] but it [current system] works well”. Adraksin
provides another example of a breakdown, this time with opposite outcomes, when he describes the
problems in how the different stakeholders (museums and the land developer) of an archaeological
investigation process do not get the information they would need: “[we should be] unanimous about why
we investigate, what needs there are [..] that all would work together to see that we actually solve this
problem”.

Environment

Finally, also the contextual factors of the soft system of managing archaeological information enacted
(lack of) trust. To a certain extent, archaeology is heavily regulated but the problem is that the level and
detail of directives vary between differents parts of the process and all norms and expectations are not
necessarily compatible with each other. Dokhturov reflected upon his frustration and clear untrust on the
“those who have the legislative responsibility for archiving” to update regulations and give “clearer
directives [..], how they will have it”.

Even if interviewees expressed various degrees of untrust, distrust and mistrust on the national efforts to
frame archaeological information work, they were generally trusting on that the issues will be solved. In
contrast, the level of trust on international efforts was significantly lower. Rostov commented international
standardisation efforts in archaeological archiving and expressed plain distrust on how well archiving is
done and can possibly be managed in other countries. It appeared that for him, the lack of trust on how
certain European countries can manage their archaeological archives had become a strategy of explaining
and rationalising on his lack of engagement with the regulation and standardisation of these activities on
an international level even if he admitted that it might be possible to come up with minimum level
requirements – even if it would be impossible to “subject [everyone] to same requirements”. In contrast to
Rostov, Dohkturov had turned to mistrust the accuracy of the (according to him) typical Swedish
conviction that in Sweden “we do like others do”. He had come to a conclusion that Swedes might be bad
at reflecting “how different we are in Sweden” and that there could be much to learn by making
comparisons with, for instance, Norway and Finland.

In addition to the regulatory context of the soft system of managing archaeological information, the
interviewees made references to the broader societal context. Adraksin elaborated his untrust on the future
of archaeological heritage management as a meaningful activity that would be something more than
merely drawing points on the map for land developers to indicate where they are not allowed to dig.
“[A]rchaeology [itself] kind of does not exist for real” (Adraksin). He referred also his untrust to another
foundering context of archaeology: the digitisation of information, its implications to archiving practices
and rapidly emerging requirements for new competences to manage digital privacy, legislation,
management of digital information and copyright related issues (reminding of earlier observations on
same issues e.g. Oliver et al., 2011). According to him, “[i]t was much easier when you took a photo and
put it into the archive, that’s how I felt”. Bezukhov described the discussions related to the consequences
of engaging in social media services in a governmental organisation, the mixing of the roles of a private
person and government official in social media participation, the eventual need to archive posts as official
statements and the ambiguity of how the public sees and trusts them as official or private communication.
Also Shapovalov had doubts about social media but his distrust was primarily placed on that “we do it
very badly, you could say, at least I do”.

Discussion
The analysis points to three noteworthy observations from an information research perspective. When
drawing conclusions on the basis of the empirical study discussed in this text, some restraint is necessary.
The material and interview method have their obvious limitations and the nature of the material as non-



specific to (the lack of) trust comes with the advantages and disadvantages discussed earlier. The
theoretical perspective and analytical lens might also tempt to take the results as more decisive as they
possible are. The remark of Checkland & Tsouvalis (1997) that it is fair to assume that any representation
of an analysed system is not precisely real, but it might be a useful estimation, which is close enough to a
subjective reality, is useful to keep in mind when interpreting the results of this study.

Firstly, it is apparent that trust, distrust, mistrust and untrust have related but distinct profiles in an
information process within the studied soft system. Within a system, there seems to be an inclination to
express stronger and especially more clearly articulated feelings of trust, untrust, mistrust and distrust to
components and processes rather than to the more remote environment. Similarly to the earlier
observations in the literature, in the present material the expressions of trust tended to be related to
experiences of functioning information processes, positive adherence to common guidelines, distribution
of labour, sharing and creation of information. Trust served as a stabilising factor for those who were
embedded in a particular information process. It also provided a basis for relying on cognitive authorities
and to rationalise information work by trusting on, to borrow the term of Wilson (1983), second-hand
knowledge. Even if the current material lacked extreme examples of the negative impact of (positive) trust
(Kramer, 1999), the conviction of many informants that things have to be done and national institutions
need to take their responsibility had lead to a certain level of lethargy and a lack of initiative.

As hypothetised in the beginning of this article, distrust did not function as a mere opposite of trust in the
contexts of the information practices of the interviewees. In comparison to the progressiveness of
information work characterised by trust relationships, distrust was associated throughout the system with
conservative thinking, adherence to local procedures, ignorance of what other people were engaged in,
defining local working methods, nurturing the idea that ’we’ are working in a particularly unique contexts
and negative attitudes to standardisation. Even if these characteristics of work could be interpreted as
negative from the perspective of the large system, they can be expected to have positive effects on
information sharing and nurturing of social capital on the local systemic level, or using Chatman’s
(Chatman, 1991) term, in a small world.

Even if mistrust is related to the negative experience of (a relative) betrayal of trust, it was apparent that it
could function as a positive impetus for proceeding alternative information practices. Mistrust seemed to
lead individuals to developing alternative approaches to work, for instance, by developing local systems
and workarounds for addressing local information management needs (cf. Gasser, 1986, or Huvila, 2006
on the adaptation of alternative systems for managing archaeological information after being disappointed
to the prevalent solution) and to looking for alternative practices from abroad (i.e. when a mistrust on the
superiority of Swedish procedures had emerged). Especially on the component level, the possibility of
mistrust seemed to perform an important function of regulating the level of trust and securing from
negative blind trust.

Perhaps somewhat unintuitively, the untrust seemed as the most problematic state of (un)confidence from
the information management perspective. Untrust seemed to lead to waiting and not knowing what to do.
At the same time it seemed to lead to a simultaneous adhocracy of trying to do something (e.g. how
Dolokhov tried to solve the data management issue) to put pressure on the responsible actors and lack of
articulation and initiative of the stakeholders.

Secondly, trust, distrust, mistrust and untrust are parallel processes that can co-exist in a given situation
with different and not only contradictory implications for information practices. Similarly to trust
(Solomon, 2000), to a certain extent it was also possible to identify instances of simple and blind forms of
distrust (e.g. archaeological process is managed much more poorly in many other countries than in
Sweden), mistrust (e.g. almost blind mistrust to the incompleteness of collections) and untrust (e.g.
available documentation is inadequate for my purposes) that either lacked or denied the possibility of
trust. The different combinations of trust, untrust, distrust and mistrust compensated for and sanctioned
each other in relation to the different systemic factors. The combination of trust and the lack or shortage
of it on two different environmental factors (e.g. how well archaeological information is managed in



Sweden) , processes (e.g. how well archaeological administration functions) or components (e.g. which
colleagues are reliable) of the system balanced each other and helped interviewees to direct their actions
and make decisions. Untrust and mistrust helped interviewees to articulate dysfunctional processes (e.g.
Kuragin on data management) and their parts (Dolokhov on information management), and stimulated
efforts to increase trust in the same (e.g. Kirsten and Kuragin on report writing procedures, Bagration on
missing reports) similarly to the awareness of the consequences of mistrust (Rostov on his trust on
contractors). On a system level, the most pertinent observation is that trust, untrust, mistrust and distrust
are all fundamental aspects of a (to a certain extent) trusted and authoritative information process. The
analysed soft system of the management of archaeological information in Sweden could be best
characterised as being dominated by a certain degree of untrust on the internal and external needs of
change that was, however, moderated to a rather considerable degree by a systemic (largely collegial) trust
on the individual participants of the system.

Thirdly and finally, the findings suggest that it is possible to extend Luhmann’s claim that distrust is a
comparable negative strategy of reducing complexity as trust (Luhmann, 1979) to mistrust and untrust as
well. All of them functioned as strategies to reduce complexity (parallels exist in the earlier literature, e.g.
the distrust in open access publishing because of the subset of predatory open access journals in
Watkinson et al., 2016) but what is significant, is that they seem to reduce complexity in different ways.
Trust tends to lead to coordinated information practices (as with the management of reports), distrust to
emergence of personal and local practices, mistrust to burgeoning of competing practices and untrust to
adhocracy. In some cases, for instance, with the assumed difficulties to standardise and coordinate, it
seemed that the lack of trust referred to a historical mistrust rather than actual conditions (e.g. as in
Huvila, 2013a) and had turned to a blind and almost simple unarticulated (cf. Solomon, 2000) absence of
trust.

From a practical perspective, the most significant implication of this study is that instead of focusing on
trust, information behaviour and management research would benefit of putting more emphasis on
understanding the informational implications of the parallel but distinct phenomena of distrust, mistrust
and untrust. They do not only influence information activities in their own right but do co-exist and
interact with trust in a relation that can be described as being systemic. From an information management
perspective, instead of focusing on mere trust, it is equally important to manage these three forms of the
lack of trust. Also, as the earlier management oriented research on trust already suggests, from processual
and systemic perspectives the most significant form of trust (e.g. Huotari & Iivonen, 2004), distrust,
mistrust and untrust are epistemological i.e. trust on information behaviours and practices that produce
trustworthy outcomes or that signal of failing procedures. The epistemic practices of trust, distrust,
mistrust and untrust provide us together a fundamental infrastructure (Star & Ruhleder, 1996) that
supports information work but as their intricacy and diversity suggests, only a balanced accommodation
of them all can provide us means to avoid reliance on sub-optimal practices of making truths and
defective rituals of verification.

Conclusions
The analysis shows that distrust, mistrust and untrust have related but distinct influence on information
work, they coexist with trust and can have similarly positive implications for the information activities.
Further, similarly to distrust and trust, also untrust and mistrust can be conceptualised following Luhmann
(1979) as strategies of reducing uncertainty. The findings provide new information on the emergence of
trust, untrust, mistrust and distrust and how they are both actively and implicitly shaped as a part of
information work. The results have implications for the development of information management
practices that enhance the credibility of managed information and trust on information management
procedures. Further, by matching the findings with existing knowledge on how information seekers doubt
and assess the credibility of information, contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the
premises of credibility and trust of information seekers and users.
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