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Chapter

Trust in the Nonprofit Domain:
Towards an Understanding of
Public’s Trust in Nonprofit
Organizations
Annika Becker

Abstract

Trust in the nonprofit domain has been subject to a large interest both among
scholars and practitioners over the past few years. Today, we differentiate between
a range of different forms of trust, namely, organizational and sectoral trust as well
as more generalized and institutional trust. Another differentiation in nonprofit
literature relates to the subject that forms trust towards a nonprofit organization,
reflected by the strength of the individual-organizational-relationship. In that, two
forms of trust, namely, a narrow form of relational trust and broader trust among
the public have evolved. While previous research provides varying conceptual
approaches for explaining public’s trust in the nonprofit sector, most scholars,
however, approach public trust from a rather narrow relationship management
perspective. This chapter conceptualizes and operationalizes public trust from a
broader perspective and emphasizes that to get public support to ultimately further
their missions, nonprofit organizations should strive for building, maintaining, and
restoring public’s trust. This chapter accordingly presents five mechanisms that are
associated with public’s trust in nonprofit organizations: 1) promise of mission
and values, 2) organizational reputation, 3) transparency and accountability, 4)
performance and social impact, and 5) use of contributions. Thereby, recent
trends in academic literature are identified—nonprofit branding and nonprofit
accountability—that have great ability to address these mechanisms to successfully
improve public trust. Results from this chapter provide nonprofit scholars with
insights into a broader conceptualization and operationalization of public trust in
nonprofit organizations, and with future research ideas. Nonprofit managers may
benefit by gaining insights into how to sustainably improve trust among the general
public by focusing on nonprofit branding and accountability strategies.

Keywords: public trust, nonprofit organization, nonprofit branding, nonprofit
accountability

1. Introduction

“Despite the diversity among NPOs, there is one thing that they have in
common–public trust is their most valuable asset” ([1]: 265). In that, scholars
have highlighted the nonprofit organization’s dependency on the public’s trust for
legitimacy and support, and ultimately for fostering their organizational goals and
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missions [2, 3]. Notwithstanding the high importance of public trust for the con-
tinuation of nonprofit organizations [4, 5], corresponding research is scattered, and
disparate associations have been found. For example, in a recent meta-analysis on
trust and giving in the nonprofit domain, Chapman et al. [6] investigate to what
extent trust is a prerequisite for giving to nonprofits. The authors confirmed a
positive association between both concepts across diverse measures considering 69
effect sizes from 42 studies sampling 81,604 people in 31 countries. Although trust
and giving are positively associated, the overall relationship is relatively modest in
size, varying by the form of trust, e.g. organizational and sectoral trust are more
important compared to generalized and institutional trust. As another point, the
authors highlight the lack of experimental and longitudinal research, still leaving
open “whether trust really is a prerequisite for or consequence of charitable giving”
([6], p. 18).

Moreover, most studies conceptualize the public’s trust in nonprofit organizations
primarily according to a “narrow” relationship management perspective. This per-
spective equates the general public with nonprofit stakeholders such as donors,
volunteers, or public authorities that are directly related to the organization through
actual experiences and transactions, and stronger relationships respectively. Bryce
[2], for example, argues that “[t]he public’s positive or negative experiences in core
transactions with an organization may be the principal bases for the impairment or
improvement of the public trust”. To restore and improve public trust in nonprofit
organizations, he accordingly suggests the use of relationship marketing concepts.
Similarly, Sargeant and Lee [7] put public’s trust at the core of a relational fundraising
approach, even though the authors find empirical evidence that “trust may operate at
two levels distinguishing donors from non-donors”. However, the very same
approaches to address both donor and public trust may not be reasonable.

This chapter calls into question former relationship-focused conceptualizations
of public trust. The aim of this chapter is hence to move beyond the narrow trust
perspective to conceptualize and operationalize public’s trust in nonprofit organi-
zations in accordance with a broader perspective. That is, the larger public had no or
few actual transactions with the organization yet, and rather vague assumptions or
interests based on initial points of contact such as through the media, word-of-
mouth, or the organization’s fundraising activities. In the case of a series of positive
contact points, a stronger relationship might evolve subsequently at a later stage
[8]. The nature of public’s trust in nonprofit organizations hence depends upon few
contact points between the public and the organization, which are embedded in a
comparatively loose connection between those involved. To directly address these
contact points, the current chapter suggests that nonprofit organizations can send
signals through the implementation of branding and accountability strategies,
rather than through relationship management approaches. These strategies arise
from the broad trust perspective, and from recent trends in nonprofit trust litera-
ture that turned out to be most promising, also as strategies for restoring public’s
trust in the case of a scandal as we have seen them repetitively in the nonprofit
domain over the past years. As such, they have ability to directly influence the
mechanisms that are related to public’s trust in nonprofit organizations.

To fully evolve, this chapter claims public trust to be associated with five mech-
anisms, including 1) promise of mission and values, 2) organizational reputation, 3)
transparency and accountability, 4) performance and social impact, and 5) use of
contributions. It follows that public trust depends on how well the organization
performs relating to each of these fields that act as mechanisms for strengthening
trust. In contrary, if the nonprofit organization blocks one or more of these mech-
anisms, it impairs this trust; and at its worst, a corresponding scandal is likely to be
provoked. Both for the improvement and impairment of public’s trust in nonprofit
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organizations, this chapter provides nonprofit scholars and managers with
insights into the mechanisms behind it, and provides strategies to successfully
build, maintain, and restore public trust.

2. Perspectives and definition of public trust in nonprofit organizations

The nonprofit organizations’ very existence is assumed to be based on their greater
trustworthiness. Nonprofit organizations are prohibited by law from distributing
profits to private parties, and unlike their commercial counterparts, they do not have
legal owners with residual claims [5, 9]. The nonprofit character accordingly provides
signals of trust that help the public and other nonprofit stakeholders to overcome
uncertainty caused by agency problems regarding the organizations’ behavior and
quality [4, 5, 10]. In view of some of the most recent nonprofit scandals (e.g. SOS-
Children Villages or Oxfam’s scandals of misconduct), scholars yet question the
effectiveness of Hansmann’s [9] nondistribution constraint alone to mitigate these
scandals’ effects [10]. Where the nonprofit character by itself cannot offer assurance
regarding the organizations’ good intentions, and the public has difficulties assessing
the organizations trustworthiness, additional trust signals are vital [2, 11, 12].

According to the narrow perspective, these signals primarily refer to
relationship-based management, marketing, and fundraising measures that are
suitable to target stakeholders such as donors, or volunteers within a stronger
relationship. Bryce [2] suggests sending a series of relationship messages, for exam-
ple, with the purpose of affirming the ability to make discretionary decisions
regarding the use of contributions, or communicating realizable future perfor-
mances. As such, the narrow perspective assumes a stronger transactional relation-
ship between the public and the organization, expecting the public to be susceptible
to these messages. Although someone who has already donated to an organization is
expected to value messages on how his or her donation is used, this chapter ques-
tions the larger public to be susceptible to corresponding messages. According to the
broad perspective, the larger public rather relies on general cues or signals that may
be derived from an organization’s self-assessments, statements relating to the orga-
nizational mission and values as well as fundraising activities, annual reports, or
websites. Third-party organizations such as watchdogs and funding agencies, or
even word-of-mouth, and the media can provide additional signals to inform the
public’s assessments of the organization’s trustworthiness [13, 14]. It follows that
nonprofit organizations, in turn, must be able to identify and communicate trust
building signals to stakeholders and the larger public to cultivate trust within their
network of relationships [12]. See Table 1 for a comparison of both perspectives on
public’s trust in nonprofit organizations.

Within this context, scholars have defined public’s trust in nonprofit organiza-
tions mainly in accordance with a rather narrow trust perspective, and relating to
strong stakeholder relationships (e.g., [1, 2, 7]). They accordingly refer to trust as a
two-dimensional construct. The first dimension refers to generally positive trust-
related expectations, or specific characteristics of the trustee (the nonprofit organi-
zation), such as its ability, benevolence, and integrity. Considering the special
features of organizations from the nonprofit sector, the benevolence dimension is
particularly dominant in this domain [16, 17]. The second dimension refers to the
(nonprofit) stakeholder’s willingness to accept vulnerability, which comes with an
element of risk [18]. According to the broad perspective, public trust, however,
evolves in the context of weak relationships between organizations and the larger
public, based on initial points of contact. Such contact points may sufficiently
inform the public’s assessments of the organization’s general trustworthiness, yet,
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do not contain major elements of risk. For example, if an individual from the larger
public derives information from an organization’s website, this may shape the
individual’s first opinion on the organization’s trustworthiness but he or she does
rather face no or a weak risk at this point of (weak) relational involvement with the
organization. Therefore, this chapter draws on a definition highlighted by Becker
et al. [15], that builds on Morgan and Hunt’s conceptualization ([19]: 23) to explic-
itly focus on the first dimension, and conceptualize public trust as “existing when
one party has confidence in an exchange partner’s reliability and integrity”. Public
trust is hence considered an aggregate of each interaction between an individual
and the organization, which further reflects the overall public attitude towards an
organization [15, 20].

3. Five mechanisms associated with public trust

Based on an extensive literature review as well as former trust conceptualiza-
tions (e.g., [2]), this chapter presents five mechanisms that are associated with
public’s trust in nonprofit organizations. The mechanisms relate to fundamental
principles and special features of nonprofit organizations, and corresponding pro-
cesses in the sector. Following all five mechanisms are explained in detail. That is,
the mechanisms’ bases for the development of public trust as well as managerial
actions that potentially impair public trust are presented. Table 2 illustrates the
mechanisms in an overview.

3.1 Promise of mission and values

Promise of mission and values is the first mechanism that is associated with
public’s trust in nonprofit organizations. An organization’s mission refers to the
organization’s long-term objective and determines its strategic direction [21], and is
thus also relevant to public trust [2, 7, 22]. Values further range from ethical
responsibilities to competitive values, and specify how an organization conducts its
activities and strategies [23]. In the nonprofit sector values such as altruism,
humanity, equality, helpfulness, but also trustworthiness and honesty are promi-
nent [23, 24], having distinct impacts of public’s trust. Both missions and values can
vary considerably across organizations, with substantially different meanings and

“Narrow”perspective “Broad”perspective

[2, 7] (This chapter; [15])

Strength of relationship

between NPO and public

• Strong • Weak

Ways to improve public trust • Relationship marketing,

management, and fundraising

measures

• Nonprofit branding

strategies

• Voluntary nonprofit

accountability strategies

Dimensions of trust

construct

• Positive expectations of

trustworthiness of NPO

• Willingness to accept vulnerability;

risk for public

• Positive expectations of

trustworthiness of NPO

• Weak risk for public

Table 1.
Perspectives on public Trust in Nonprofit Organizations.
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relevance for the larger public as well as other stakeholders [14, 25]. For example,
Oxfam states its organizational mission, as follows “We fight inequality to end
poverty and injustice.”, and “commit[s] to living [their] values [in particular,
equality, empowerment, solidarity, inclusiveness, accountability, courage] so that
[they] can be known for [their] integrity. This means transforming [their] gover-
nance, management, and operational structures, and nurturing a culture of contin-
uous learning and reflection” [26]. The principal basis for public trust relates to the
organization’s adherence to act according to its organizational mission and values. If
organizations, however, violate or misrepresent these, public trust is impaired [2].
Also, a lack of clarity in expressions of mission statements and values may impair
public trust such that the public perceive nonprofit managers as insincere about
their true goals, and therefore assess the organization’s trustworthiness as
significantly lower [27].

3.2 Organizational reputation

The organizational reputation constitutes the second mechanism that is associ-
ated with public’s trust in nonprofit organizations. Organizational reputation,
namely the collectively held mental image of the organization [28, 29], is considered
a highly important intangible asset in nonprofit organizations [30]. It consists of

Mechanism Basis for public

trust

Managerial action

impairing public

trust

Strategies to build, maintain, and

restore public trust

Nonprofit

branding

Voluntary nonprofit

accountability

1. Promise of

mission and

values

Adherence to

act according to

organizational

mission and

values

• Violation

• Misrepresentation

• Lack of clarity

Ability to signal

the organization’s

mission and core

values

Ability to signal

adherence to the

organization’s mission

and core values

2. Organizational

reputation

High

organizational

reputation

(competence

and likeability)

• Incompetence

• Non-likeability

Ability to enhance

organizational

reputation

through shaping

single brand

images

Ability to contribute

to the organizational

reputation through

joining high-

reputational

initiatives

3. Transparency

and

accountability

Compliance

with

transparency

and

accountability

standards

• Lack of

transparency

• Below legal

requirements

Ability to signal

integrity and

accountability

Ability to strengthen

compliance with

transparency and

accountability

standards

4. Performance

and social

impact

Financial,

stakeholder,

market, and

mission

performance,

mission impact

• Mal-performance

• No impact

Ability to signal

quality regarding

performance and

impact

Ability to signal

quality regarding

performance and

impact (e.g.,

performance and

impact seals)

5. Use of

contributions

Mission-based

use, discretion,

preservation

• Misuse

• Misrepresentation

• Negligence

• Imprudence

Ability to signal

the adequate use

of contributions

Ability to (externally)

certify the adequate

use of contributions

Table 2.
Five Mechanisms that are Associated with Public Trust in Nonprofit Organizations.
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different mental images across various stakeholder groups that can vary highly
depending on which assessments are gathered. In view of recent nonprofit scandals,
the reputation of nonprofit organizations has been tremendously threatened
because it is influenced through monitoring problems. According to Prakash and
Gugerty [10], “[i]t is not an exaggeration to say that the negative reputational
effects of a few ‘bad apples’ are beginning to undermine the reputation of the sector
as a whole”, and the organizational reputation has distinct impacts on public trust
[31]. In the nonprofit sector, reputation is conceptualized primarily with respect to
the organization’s competences and its likeability that accordingly acts as a basis for
public trust [29]. If an organization, in turn, cannot maintain its images as suffi-
ciently competent and likeable across a variety of people, public trust is impaired.

3.3 Transparency and accountability

Transparency and accountability represent the third mechanism that is related
to public trust. Its importance is based on the fact that in the nonprofit domain
organizations are – dependent on the home countries’ varying regulations – are
more or less not obliged to comprehensively report financial and non-financial
information publicly. However, we know about the importance of transparency and
accountability standards in the sector that is vital to improve public trust [32–34].
That is, nonprofit stakeholders and the larger public face uncertainty because they
cannot easily observe the organization’s project and operational expenses, and so its
behavior and the quality of services [10]. It follows that high transparency and
compliance with transparency and accountability standards build an essential basis
for public trust [10, 34, 35]. This basis is threatened through organizations that lack
transparency, or (at its worst) do not comply with legal accountability standards
and requirements.

3.4 Performance and social impact

The organization’s performance and social impact represent the fourth mecha-
nism that improves public trust. Nonprofit organizations often provide services that
are highly intangible and of which the quality is difficult to observe [16]. The
organization’s performance in the form of financial, stakeholder, market, and mis-
sion performance is hence difficult to verify both for contributors and beneficiaries,
and even more so, for the larger public [14]. Achieving and measuring actual
impacts has been found to be increasingly important for organizations and their
contributors; yet, social impact measurement is still in its infancy, and few organi-
zations have capacities for accordant evaluations [36]. Despite agency problems
regarding the organizations’ performances and social impacts, they form the basis
to ultimately further the mission. It follows that organizational performance (and to
a growing extent, also social impact) are particularly relevant for public’s trust.
Impairments of public trust accordingly include organizational mal-performance
[2], and no social impact.

3.5 Use of contributions

The use of contributions is the fifth mechanism that is associated to public’s trust
in nonprofit organizations. That is, the majority of nonprofit organizations rely on
external funding (for example, from private and corporate donors, or public
authorities and foundations) to finance the organization’s project and operating
expenses, to ultimately ensure the organization’s continuation. The principal basis
for improving public trust according to this mechanism is the mission-based use as
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well as discretion in the handling of contributions, and its preservation. On the
other hand, trust is impaired through managerial actions such as misuse, misrepre-
sentation, negligence, and imprudence in the handling of donations and other
contributions [2, 37]. In the past, the unreasonable use of contributions have been
particular serious in some cases, and subsequently resulted in a nonprofit scandal
that affected not only involved organizations, but questioned the legitimacy also of
other organizations in the nonprofit sector. For example, in 2014, Greenpeace
International’s use of contributions created a scandal because an employee of the
organization used large amounts of donated funds for foreign exchange trading
[38]. In contrary, it is assumed that nonprofits clearly stating their use of contribu-
tions exhibit higher levels of trustworthiness. Some organizations recently started to
develop new marketing and fundraising models around this topic. For example, the
nonprofit organization charity: water, committed to bring clean and safe drinking
water to people in developing countries, relies on private donors to fund all
overhead costs, so 100% of public donations go directly to fund clean water
projects [39].

4. Operationalization of public trust

Pursuant to conceptualizations of the narrow relationship management per-
spective, scholars rarely distinguish between the larger public and other external
stakeholder groups in their operationalizations of public trust. In their study on
public’s trust in nonprofit organizations, Sargeant and Lee [7] yet found empirical
evidence indicating that donors place significantly more trust in charitable organi-
zations than non-donors. Because only few operationalizations and measurement
approaches explicitly focus on public trust, this chapter involves also those focusing
on donor trust. Table 3 shows the prevailing trust measurement scales in the
nonprofit sector.

The existing operationalizations and measurement approaches relating to
(public) trust in nonprofit organizations can be divided into two categories. The
first category refers to second-order trust operationalizations, and few scholars
operationalize trust in the nonprofit sector by means of second-order-constructs
(e.g., [45, 46]). Corresponding operationalizations come from the narrow relation-
ship management perspective such that they focus on trust emerging from stronger
relationships between donors and nonprofit organizations. For example, Sargeant
and Lee [45, 46] operationalize donor trust with respect to four components: 1)
relationship investment, 2) mutual influence, 3) forbearance from opportunism,
and 4) communication acceptance. The authors claim this operationalization of
trust only to be relevant “in the context of a donor’s relationship with a specific
organization” ([45]: 618) as the dimensions are based on an existing donor-
organization-relationship. The respective first-order dimensions show sufficient
high values of Cronbach’s alpha, and average variance extracted, exceeding the
respective thresholds of .70, and of .50 respectively [40, 43]. It is important to note
that the four dimensions do not include any of the two trust dimensions (trustwor-
thiness of NPO and risk for donors), given that the authors rather identified “key
behaviors indicative of the presence [of trust]” ([7]: 616).

The second category relates to scale measurement approaches of trust in the
nonprofit sector that directly address the trust concept as outlined in this chapter.
Most studies fall into this category, and either measure trust according to a narrow
or a broad perspective (e.g., [8, 17, 41, 47]). That is, most measurement scales seek
to measure donor trust, whereas one prevailing measurement scale is used both in
the context of donor and public trust. All scales exhibit sufficient psychometric
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First category: Second-order construct operationalizations

Donor trust

Sargeant & Lee [40, 41] α AVE

First-order dimensions and measurement items

(7-point scale; anchored at 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree)

1. Relationship

investment

2. Mutual

influence

3. Forbearance

from opportunism

4. Communication acceptance

1. I read all the materials (this NPO) sends to me.

2. Supporting (this NPO) is very important to me.

3. I would not encourage others to support (this NPO).

1. I share the views espoused by (this NPO).

2. (This NPO) does not reflect my views.

3. I feel I can influence policy in (this NPO).

4. I find myself influenced by (this NPO).

1. I am very loyal to (this NPO).

2. (This NPO) is one of my favorite charities to support.

3. My giving to (this NPO) is not very important to me.

4. My giving to (this NPO) is high on my list of priorities.

1. I look forward to receiving communications from (this

NPO).

2. I do not enjoy the content of communications from (this

NPO).

3. Communications from (this NPO) are always

informative.

.88

.82

.85

.76

.65

.61

.63

.56

Second category: Scale measurement approaches

Donor trust

MacMillan et al. [30]
(7-point scale; anchored at 1 = strongly agree to 7 = strongly disagree)

.87 .53

1. The NPO are very unpredictable. I never know how they are going to act from one day to

the next.

2. I can never be sure what the NPO are going to surprise us with next.

3. I am confident that the NPO will be thoroughly dependable, especially when it comes to

things that are important to my organization.

4. In my opinion, the NPO will be reliable in the future.

5. The NPO would not let us down, even if they found themselves in an unforeseen

situation (e.g., competition from other funders, changes in government policy).

Naskrent & Siebelt [33]
(5-point scale; anchored at 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree)

Ability

Willingness

1. In my opinion, the NPO is competent.

2. I have the feeling that the NPO knows its business.

3. I believe that the NPO is able to achieve the goals, which

it commits itself to.

4. I am convinced that the NPO is able to keep its

promises.

5. In my opinion, the NPO has the skills and the

qualification to act reliably.

1. In my opinion, the NPO is trustworthy.

2. I think that the NPO is honest to its donors.

3. I can rely on the NPO.

4. I am convinced of the NPO’s willingness to keep its

promises.

5. The NPO acts altruistically.

.88

.87

.68

.65

Public and donor trust

Sargeant, Ford & West, [42]
(7-point scale; anchored at 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree)

.94 n.r.

1. I would trust this NPO to always act in the best interest of the cause.

2. I would trust this NPO to conduct their operations ethically.

3. I would trust this NPO to use donated funds appropriately.

8

The Psychology of Trust



properties. The measures explicitly focusing on donor trust emerge from the narrow
perspective, such that they include the first dimension of trust, measuring the
organization’s trustworthiness; to a lesser extent, they also include the risk dimen-
sion [17, 47]. The measures to operationalize both donor and public trust have been
used in two ways: They include either the measurement items (1)–(3) [41], or all
items (1)–(5), which specify additional donor and fundraising aspects [7, 8]. The
latter rather emerges from a narrow perspective, and more strongly focuses on trust
in the context of donor and fundraising issues. As such, the measure also refers to
the potential risk of donors [7, 8]. In contrast, Sargeant and Woodliffe’s [41] scale
includes the measurement items (1)–(3). The scale explicitly focuses on the first
trust dimension, such that corresponding items target the nonprofit organization’s
trustworthiness, and relate to weaker relationships between organizations and the
public. Against this background, and in accordance with the broader perspective,
this chapter suggests that Sargeant and Woodliffe’s scale is particularly suitable for
operationalizing public trust. However, these items still do not address all mecha-
nisms that are associated with public’s trust, and the accordant measurement scale is
therefore capable of improvement (see future research ideas).

5. Nonprofit management strategies to improve public trust

To build and maintain public’s trust in nonprofit organizations, this chapter
claims strategies from the field of nonprofit branding as well as nonprofit account-
ability to be of great significance. They are also suitable for restoring public trust, if
managerial action has led to its impairment. Of particular importance are these
strategies in the case of nonprofit scandals. One the one hand, they can help
involved nonprofit organizations to recover from scandals. On the other hand, they
have great ability to protect other nonprofit organizations from negative spillover
effects in the sector. The underlying rationale of the functioning of these strategies
is that external stakeholders face uncertainty regarding the organization’s trustwor-
thiness [10], and they “seek assurances beyond those provided by public regulations
that organizations are behaving responsibly, following societal expectations and

First category: Second-order construct operationalizations

4. I would trust this NPO not to exploit their donors.

5. I would trust this NPO to use fundraising techniques that are appropriate and sensitive.

Sargeant & Lee [43]
(7-point scale; anchored at 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree)

.92 n.r.

1. To always act in the best interests of the cause.

2. To conduct their operations ethically.

3. To use donated funds appropriately.

4. Not to exploit their donors.

5. To use fundraising techniques that are appropriate and sensitive.

Sargeant & Woodliffe [44]; Becker [4]; Becker, Boenigk and Willems [5]
(7-point scale; anchored at 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree)

.89

.94

.93

n.r.
n.r.
0.82

1. I trust this NPO to always act in the best interests of the cause.

2. I trust this NPO to conduct its operations ethically.

3. I trust this NPO to use donated funds appropriately.

Note. α = Cronbach’s alpha; AVE = average variance extracted; n.r. = values not reported.

Table 3.
Operationalizations and measurement approaches of public Trust in Nonprofit Organizations.
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norms of behavior” ([13]: 1). This is where strategies of nonprofit branding and
nonprofit accountability provide assurance for the public, attesting the organiza-
tion’s trustworthiness [44, 48].

The first strategy of improving public’s trust in nonprofit organizations refers to
the field of nonprofit branding. Precisely, the nonprofit brand equals a “shortcut”
that provides the general public with valuable information about the nonprofit
organization ([49]: 22). In particular, the brand’s signaling function enables organi-
zations to spread signals relating to the organization’s mission and core values
[49, 50]. It thus has the ability to clearly inform the public’s assessments of the
organization’s trustworthiness with respect to its mission and values as well as its
performance. Moreover, branding strategies can effectively target the various men-
tal images of nonprofit stakeholders, to successfully build up a high organizational
reputation. A strong brand ultimately has the potential to act as an additional
safeguard and reinforcement to the public along with the nondistribution con-
straint, which may represent a seal of trust [51]. For Sargeant [8], nonprofit brands
“are in essence a promise to the public that an organization possesses certain
features or will behave in certain ways”. In this line, Laidler-Kylander and Stenzel
[49] “believe that the brand is the vehicle for building this trust”. A strong non-
profit brand can accordingly protect the respective organization against negative
spillover effects caused by other nonprofit organizations, and they are less suscep-
tible to risk [51]. In their prominent article “The Role of Brand in the Nonprofit
Sector”, Kylander and Stone [52] share their results evaluating the brand of one of
the biggest nonprofit organizations worldwide, the World Wildlife Fund (WWF),
citing Marsh, COO of the WWF, as follows “Our brand is the single greatest asset
that our network has, and it’s what keeps everyone together” ([52], p. 5).

The second strategy of improving public’s trust in nonprofit organizations arises
from the field of nonprofit accountability. Nonprofit accountability and governance
programs and initiatives aim to develop common standards across nonprofit orga-
nizations to support good governance in nonprofit sectors worldwide. In particular,
voluntary nonprofit accountability in the form of various codes of conduct, self-
regulation mechanisms, and certification and accreditation schemes has great
potential to improve and restore public’s trust in nonprofit organizations
[10, 32, 35, 48, 53]. Slatten et al. [48] argue that “the adoption of standards for
ethical and accountable behavior may provide the solution [to the climate of shaken
public trust in the non-profit sector]”. First empirical evidence shows that volun-
tary accountability, and externally certified accountability (including accreditation
systems), can enhance public trust in nonprofit organizations [32, 53]. It follows
that organizations increasingly devote efforts to demonstrating their trustworthi-
ness with various seals and certifications [2, 34, 51]. Precisely, voluntary nonprofit
accountability strategies address the trust-driving mechanisms by their ability to
signal adherence to the organization’s mission and core values, and regarding the
quality of organizational performance [32]. These strategies further contribute to
the organizational reputation by joining high-reputational initiatives [13], and they
particularly strengthen compliance with certain transparency and accountability
standards, also through (external) certifications that attest the organization’s
adequate use of contributions [37, 53].

6. Future research ideas

This chapter also suggests directions for further research regarding public trust
in nonprofit organizations. First, although a number of scholars agree that public’s
trust in (charitable) nonprofit organizations is under increasing pressure (mainly
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caused by public scandals and commercialization issues) [54, 55], other scholars
find no empirical evidence for decreased public trust and confidence in the non-
profit sector (e.g., [56]). When related to the important component of giving
behavior, a recent meta-analysis by Chapman et al. [6] showed that even though
trust is often assumed to affect giving, the body of evidence available for their
analysis was rather small. Against this background, a first research idea relates to
investigations of public trust among different nonprofit organizations based on, for
example, the ICNPO categories, organizational mission categories, or other classifi-
cations. Precisely, public trust may be high relating to cultural organizations, but
lower in the health sector, and thus vary among the different organizations. Evi-
dence also confirms the link between people’s trust and the organizations’ mission
category. Considering the organizational diversity in the nonprofit sector, scholars,
such as Kearns [1] and O’Neill [56], propose a more differentiated perspective to
distinguish between several nonprofit industries. Further research should take the
organizational diversity in the nonprofit sector into account.

Second, few operationalizations and measurement approaches focus explicitly
on the public’s trust in nonprofit organizations. Given the high importance of the
public’s trust for nonprofits and corresponding ways to measure it, the second
future research idea relates to scale development processes for public trust. These
processes should accordingly be based on the broader trust perspective, such that
they relate to weaker relationships between organizations and the general public.
On the one hand, scholars could build on Sargeant and Woodliffe’s [41] measure-
ment scale, and include additional items that address the five trust driving mecha-
nisms. On the other hand, scholars could operationalize public trust as a second-
order construct. The five mechanisms accordingly provide the basis for first-order
dimensions, and corresponding measurement items respectively.

Third, nonprofit branding and nonprofit accountability strategies are first
attempts to improve and restore public’s trust in nonprofit organizations. However,
conceptual and empirical research on the link between public trust and accordant
research fields and strategies still is limited. Yet, both nonprofit branding and
nonprofit accountability have gained increasing importance over the past few years,
and scholars have found them to be very promising, in particular in the context of
trust research [8, 10, 32, 48, 49]. Another future research idea accordingly refers to
this topic, to further investigate the link between these research fields and public’s
trust. Findings could be used to provide nonprofit managers with more specific
recommendations to further improve public’s trust in nonprofit organizations. This
chapter thus points to the overall need to further the public trust discussion.
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