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Indiana Intergovernmental Issues Study  

In this briefing, we analyze the extent to which 
local government officials (LGOs) – individuals 
in strategic positions to assess the contribu-
tions of Indiana nonprofits –say they trust local 
charities and other nonprofits to do the “right 
thing” and what may explain such trust. It is the 
fourth in a series of briefings focusing on non-
profit-government relations in Indiana from the 
Indiana Nonprofits: Scope and Community Di-
mensions project. The first three briefings ex-
plored LGOs’ attitudes toward 2-1-1 services, 
payments in lieu of [property] taxes or PILOTs, 
and collaboration between local government 
and nonprofits. Subsequent briefings will up-
date our analysis of attitudes towards PILOTs 
and other topics. All briefings are available at 
the project website: www.indiana.edu/~non-
prof.  

The data for these briefings come from the In-
diana Advisory Commission on Intergovern-
mental Relations (IACIR), which periodically col-
lects information on issues affecting local gov-
ernments and services for residents in Indiana. 
In 2012, the IACIR surveyed 1,185 local govern-
ment officials (LGOs), including all city mayors; 
one randomly-selected member of each board 
of commissioners, county council, town council, 
and school board; and one or two (depending 
on population) randomly-selected township 

trustee(s) from each county. The effective re-
sponse rate was 35 percent. A summary of find-
ings from the full 2012 survey can be found at 
the IACIR website: www.iacir.spea.iupui.edu.1  

Why Is Trust Important? 

Trust in nonprofits – the belief that they will 
“do the right thing”– makes it easier for donors, 
philanthropic funders, and government officials 

Quick Facts 

 About a third (31 percent) of Indiana lo-
cal government officials (LGOs) say they 
always or almost always “trust local 
charities and other nonprofits to do the 
right thing;” another 55 percent do so 
most of the time.  

 LGOs trust local nonprofits more than 
they trust local businesses, other units 
of local government, and especially 
state and federal governments.  

 Controlling for all other factors, trust in 
nonprofits is higher for LGOs who have 
direct personal involvement with cer-
tain types of nonprofits; trust other lo-
cal institutions; and are NOT mayors, 
council members, or township trustees. 

Indiana Local Government Officials 
and the Nonprofit Sector  
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to rely on nonprofits to deliver services that are 
difficult to evaluate. For LGOs, this reduces con-
tracting costs, encourages them to include non-
profits in a variety of collaborative activities, 
and may dissuade them from imposing costly 
policies on nonprofits. For nonprofits, being 
trusted partners of local government greatly fa-
cilitates their ability to operate effectively in lo-
cal communities.  
 
Trust and confidence in a wide range of institu-
tions in the U.S. and elsewhere appear to be in 
decline.2 Scholars have mainly focused on the 
public’s trust in government and what factors 
might explain such decline. However, some also 
explore trust in nonprofits and most conclude 
that the general population trusts nonprofits 
more than government. Most also find that 
trust in nonprofits does not seem to have de-
clined as much as has trust in government.3  

We examine two questions in this briefing: 
First, how much trust do Indiana LGOs have in 
local nonprofits? We compare their trust in 
nonprofits to similar questions about their trust 
in local businesses and other units of govern-
ment. We also compare their responses to 
those provided by a sample of Indiana residents 
in 2008.  
 
Second, what explains LGOs’ trust in nonprof-
its? We explore whether such trust reflects the 
personal experiences with nonprofits that LGOs 
bring to the relationship, characteristics of local 
nonprofit institutions, the LGOs’ own political 
position, whether they view working relation-
ships with local charities and other nonprofits 
as positive, and whether they appear to trust 
local institutions in general.4  

How much trust do Indiana LGOs have 
in local charities and other nonprofits?  

Overall, local government officials trust non-
profits more than they trust other institutions. 

LGOs were asked if they trust local charities and 
nonprofits to do the right thing always or al-
most always, most of the time, some of the 
time, or almost never. As Figure 1 shows, 31 
percent of Indiana LGOs say they always or al-
most always trust local charities or nonprofits, 
compared to only 18 percent for local busi-
nesses and 22 percent for other units of local 
government. By contrast, a miniscule 4 and 3 
percent say they always or almost always trust 
state and federal government, respectively.  

Figure 1:  Extent to which Indiana Local Gov-
ernment Officials Trust Various Institutions, 
2012 (n ~ 380)  

 

If we combine “always or almost always” and 
“most of the time,” fully 86 percent of LGOs re-
port high levels of trust in local nonprofits, 
compared to 81 percent who trust local busi-
nesses and 74 percent who trust local govern-
ment to the same extent. A similar level of trust 
in the state and federal government lags far be-
hind at 37 and 27 percent, respectively. Only 1 
percent of LGOs “almost never” trust local non-
profits, about the same as for local business 
and local government (2 and 3 percent, respec-
tively). At the same time, 13 percent say they 
“almost never” trust the state government and 
almost a quarter (23 percent) feel similarly 
about the federal government.   
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Indiana LGOs trust local charities and other 
nonprofits more than Indiana residents do. In-
diana LGOs also seem to trust local charities 
and nonprofits more than Indiana residents did 
when asked similar questions in 2008.5 While 
31 percent of LGOs say they trust local charities 
and other nonprofits to do the right thing al-
ways or almost always, only 14 percent of Indi-
ana residents responded similarly in 2008. LGOs 
also trust local businesses more than Indiana 
residents (18 percent vs. 5 percent) and units of 
local government (22 percent vs. 6 percent). 
However, equally few LGOs and Indiana resi-
dents expressed similar levels of trust in the 
state (4 percent for both) or federal govern-
ment (3 vs. 2 percent). 

Using a four-point scale (4 = always or almost 
always, 1 = almost never) to more easily com-
pare the results, we find that the average score 
for trust in local charities and nonprofits was 
significantly higher for LGOs than for Indiana 
residents (3.2 and 2.8, respectively) as were the 
scores for trust in local businesses (3.0 vs. 2.5) 
and trust in local government (2.9 vs. 2.4) (see 
Figure 2). LGOs were about as likely to trust 
state government as Indiana residents (2.3 and 
2.4, respectively) and the federal government 
(2.1 and 2.0, respectively). These latter two sets 
of differences are not statistically significant.  

The two surveys were conducted four years 
apart, so these differences may reflect changes 
in trust over time. However, the 2012 LGO sur-
vey generally shows higher levels of trust than 
the 2008 survey of Indiana residents, challeng-
ing the argument that trust has declined over 
time. Moreover, the differences in findings be-
tween the two surveys are most pronounced 
for trust in the three types of local institutions. 
Since LGOs are more likely to interact with 
these types of institutions than ordinary Indi-
ana residents, we think this is consistent with 
our finding that LGOs have more trust in local 
institutions. 

Figure 2: Average Trust Scores by Indiana Local 
Government Officials (2012, n~380) and Indiana 
Residents (2008, n=536)  
(4 = always or almost always and 1 = hardly ever) 

 
*Statistically significant difference between two 
sets of scores 

What explains LGOs’ trust in local chari-
ties and other nonprofits?  

Our second question explores what accounts 
for the trust that LGOs have in nonprofits – the 
personal involvement of LGOs with nonprofits, 
community and political factors, or working re-
lationships with local nonprofits. Specifically:  
 

 Is LGO trust in nonprofits a function of their 
familiarity with nonprofits as members, vol-
unteers, or leaders that allows them to view 
institutions as trustworthy when there may 
be no information about quality of services?  

 Does the intensity of their involvement or 
the variety of nonprofits with which they en-
gage matter?  

 Is interaction with particular types of non-
profits more conducive to trust?  

 Does it matter whether their communities are 
likely to contain large nonprofits with high 
profile leadership?  

 Does it matter which type of government po-
sition they hold?  

 Is trust related to perceptions of positive 
working relationships?  
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Figure 3 shows how we expect these factors to 
operate.  
 
Figure 3: Model Explaining LGO Trust in Non-
profits  

 
 

Does personal nonprofit involvement affect 
trust? 

LGOs are typically very involved with charities 
and other nonprofits, and their involvement is 
important to their work as government offi-
cials. The vast majority (83 percent) are or have 
been involved with nonprofits as members or 
volunteers, and more than two-thirds (68 per-
cent) hold or have held positions of leadership. 
They also devote considerable time to their vol-
unteer work, averaging 33 hours per month 
with a median of 24 hours. However, looking at 
each of these factors individually we find no 
clear relationship to trust in nonprofits. 
 
The survey also asked LGOs whether their in-
volvement with nonprofits is important for 
their own work as government officials. Overall, 
almost half (49 percent) say it is “very im-
portant” and another 29 percent say it is 
“somewhat important.” The rest (22 percent) 
are split evenly between those who say it is 
“less than somewhat important” or “not im-
portant.” Those saying their involvement is very 
or somewhat important are slightly more likely 
to trust nonprofits than the latter two groups.  
 
LGOs are involved with a variety of nonprofits. 
Probing for twelve specific nonprofits fields,6 

we find that LGOs are involved with an average 
of about 4 different nonprofit fields, about one 
quarter (26 percent) are involved in 4-6 fields, 
and 20 percent with 7 or more fields.  
 
We also find that LGOs are involved with some 
types of nonprofits much more than others. 
Overall, 59 percent of LGOs are involved with 
sports, recreation, or social clubs. Forty-three 
percent engage with law, advocacy, or political 
nonprofits and with economic and community 
development nonprofits (Figure 4). Education 
and research (41 percent); philanthropy and 
promotion of voluntarism (38 percent); and 
business, professional associations, and unions 
(38 percent); and social services (36 percent) 
follow closely behind.  
 
Figure 4: Percent of LGOs Officials involved 
with different nonprofit fields, 2012 (n=341)

 

About 31 percent of LGOs are involved with cul-
ture and arts nonprofits, and almost a quarter 
are active in health nonprofits or environmen-
tal and animal protection nonprofits (23 per-
cent each). The percentages for culture and arts 
and environmental nonprofits are surprisingly 
high, since there are relatively few such non-
profits in most communities. Finally, only 10 
percent are involved with international or other 
types of nonprofits.  
 
Of all the different ways LGOs engage with non-
profits, only two types of LGO involvement are 
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related to greater trust of nonprofits: LGOs in-
volved with law, advocacy, and political non-
profits and LGOs acting as leaders of economic 
and community development nonprofits.  

Do community and political factors affect 
trust? 

More urban/metropolitan communities have 
major nonprofit institutions with prominent 
leadership and the ability to convey their legit-
imacy to LGOs. Major nonprofit institutions--
such as hospitals, universities, and major foun-
dations--have a visible presence in the commu-
nities in which they are located. They also have 
prominent leadership and highly professional 
staff that allow them to convey their legitimacy 
and contributions to the community.  
 
Since almost all major nonprofit institutions are 
located in urban communities, we consider 
both the size of the largest town in the county 
(less than 15,000 residents for 55 percent of In-
diana counties) and whether the county is part 
of a metropolitan region (50 percent of the 
counties) in our analysis. However, by them-
selves, neither of these factors appear related 
to trust in nonprofits.  
 
We also consider total aggregate nonprofit rev-
enues in the county to more directly capture 
the existence of prominent nonprofits. For 
about half of Indiana counties, total aggregate 
nonprofit revenue is less than $100 million, but 
it ranges from a low of $1.7 million to a high of 
$12.3 billion (Marion County). By itself, aggre-
gate nonprofit revenues does not appear re-
lated to trust in nonprofits.  
 

LGOs holding certain types of political posi-
tions are likely to encounter nonprofits as part 
of their work. We speculate that LGOs holding 
prominent elected positions, such as mayors 
(16 percent of respondents) and county or 
town council members (respectively 32 and 8 

percent of respondents), have more extensive 
interactions with key nonprofit institutions be-
cause of the need to work together when ad-
dressing an array of community issues.  
 

Other types of LGOs, most notably township 
trustees and trustee-assessors (19 percent of 
respondents) have more specialized relations 
with local nonprofits, because they administer 
poverty relief in Indiana. They are therefore 
likely to interact with local charities providing 
basic services and are in a better position to as-
sess the performance of at least these types of 
nonprofits. However, our preliminary findings 
do not show that LGO’s holding different type 
of positions show significant differences in how 
much they trust local nonprofits.  

Do working relationships with nonprofits 
affect trust? 

LGOs report very positive working relation-
ships with local charities and other nonprofits. 
More important for developing trust in non-
profits than community and political factors 
may be how LGOs assess the extent to which 
their unit of local government works well with 
local charities and other nonprofits. Overall, 
LGOs reported more positive working relation-
ships with local nonprofits than with any of the 
other ten types of institutions considered. As 
Figure 5 shows, the assessment scores gener-
ally follow the general pattern of LGO trust in 
different types of institutions (shown in Figure 
1), with the lowest assessment of working rela-
tionships reserved for the federal and state 
government. 
 

LGOs who report the most positive working re-
lationship between their unit of government 
and local nonprofits also trust local nonprofits 
significantly more than those who report less 
positive working relationships. It is worth not-
ing that only three LGO respondents said the 
working relationship was very or somewhat 
negative.  
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Figure 5: Local Government Officials’ Assess-
ment of Working Relationships with Selected 
Institutions, 2012 (n~300) (5 = very positive, 1 = 
very negative) 

 

LGO trust in nonprofits: What matters in 
the final analysis?  

Considering all possible explanations at once, 
we find that trust in nonprofits is higher for: 
LGOs involved with philanthropy and promo-
tion of voluntarism or with law, advocacy, and 
political nonprofits; those who are NOT 
mayors, council members, or township trus-
tees; and those who trust other local institu-
tions. So far, only a few of the explanations we 
reviewed above show some relationship to LGO 
trust in nonprofits when considered in isolation 
from other factors.  
 
To examine which of these patterns hold up in 
a final, more comprehensive assessment, we 
undertake multivariate analysis.7 Normally in 
this type of analysis, we would want to control 
for LGO personal characteristics (e.g., educa-
tion, age, income, race or ethnicity) that are 
usually related to how much people trust insti-
tutions. Unfortunately, the survey did not in-
clude such information. For part of our analysis, 
therefore, we seek to capture the general trust 
disposition of LGOs by looking at the extent to 

which they trust other local institutions (calcu-
lated as the average score of trust in local busi-
ness and in local government). The initial model 
excludes our measure of an LGO’s general dis-
position to trust local institutions, the full 
model includes it. Both models are significant in 
explaining LGO trust in nonprofits, but the full 
model is more powerful.8 
 
Figure 6 summarizes our analysis and shows 
only the subset of factors that play a significant 
role in predicting overall trust in nonprofits. We 
thought all items would be positively related to 
trust, but some were not significant at all (the 
absence of any signs in the last two columns) 
and some relationships are, in fact, negative 
(minus signs in the last two columns).  
 
Figure 6: Initial and Full Analysis Predicting 
LGO Trust in Nonprofits, 2012 (n=282) 

 

 
The results show that, controlling for all other 
factors, involvement with particular types of 
nonprofits – philanthropic institutions and pro-
motion of voluntarism and law, advocacy, and 
political nonprofits – is still related to high trust 
in nonprofits. However, no other measures of 
involvement are relevant.  
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In the full analysis, LGOs in metropolitan coun-
ties were marginally more likely to trust non-
profits, as we had expected. However, control-
ling for all other factors, including metropolitan 
region, those in counties with high nonprofit 
revenues were less likely to trust nonprofits, 
not more, as we thought might be the case.  
 
Controlling for all other factors, we also find 
that township trustees/trustee assessors are 
less likely to trust nonprofits than other LGOs. 
This is potentially an important finding because 
it implies that trustees in their capacity of ad-
ministering poor relieve in the county, might 
come to perceive potential shortcomings in 
how nonprofits deliver basic services. Alterna-
tively, trustees may not be sufficiently inte-
grated into the service system to make well-
rounded assessments.9  
 
Similarly, controlling for all other factors, 
mayors and other prominent elected local poli-
ticians, such as town and county council mem-
bers, were also less likely to trust nonprofits 
(not more as we thought would be the case). 
We do not know if the more prominent posi-
tion of these LGOs bring them into more con-
frontational relations with local nonprofits or 
simply exposes them to a greater variety of 
nonprofits.  
 
We do find that LGOs who report positive 
working relationships with nonprofits also trust 
them significantly more than their counterparts 
who report less positive working relationships. 
On the other hand, this relationship disappears 
if we also consider whether LGOs tend to trust 
local institutions in general.  

Conclusions and Policy Implications 

We have sought to answer two broad research 
questions. First, how much trust do local gov-
ernment officials have in local charities and 
nonprofits? This is an important question since 

local government interacts with and relies on 
nonprofits to deliver a variety of services and to 
represent constituency groups in the commu-
nity. In turn, nonprofits depend on the goodwill 
of local government officials for funding, en-
dorsements, help in negotiating local regula-
tions, and providing platforms for presenting 
perspectives and community voice.  
 
We find that LGOs trust nonprofits to a consid-
erable extent, notably more than they trust lo-
cal business and other units of local govern-
ment, and much more than they trust the state 
or the federal government. They also trust local 
nonprofits more than Indiana rank-and-file resi-
dents do.   
 
Our second question explores what accounts 
for the level of trust that LGOs have in nonprof-
its. As Figure 6 demonstrates, only a few factors 
appear relevant in the final analysis and some 
of these suggest important cautions; there are 
relatively few avenues for nonprofits to pursue 
if they wish LGOs to trust them “to do the right 
thing.” Nonprofit leaders can support efforts by 
philanthropic institutions and promotion of vol-
untarism, or law, advocacy, and political non-
profits to engage LGOs, since these are the 
types of nonprofits through which LGOs appear 
to develop higher levels of trust.  
 
They can also focus on their working relation-
ships with local government and make those as 
positive and constructive as possible. Targeting 
mayors and council members (town and 
county) is important since these individuals for-
mulate policies of interest and concern to local 
charities and nonprofits. The same argument 
holds for township trustees and trustee asses-
sors; however, it is also a risky approach, since 
these LGOs express relatively low confidence in 
nonprofits in our final prediction equations.  
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