
social traps and the problem of trust

A ‘social trap’ is a situation where individuals, groups or organisations are unable to
cooperate owing to mutual distrust and lack of social capital, even where cooperation
would benefit all. Examples include civil strife, pervasive corruption, ethnic discrimina-
tion, depletion of natural resources and misuse of social insurance systems. People will
cooperate only if they can trust that others will also cooperate. Much has been written
attempting to explain the problem, but rather less material is available on how to escape
it. In this book, Bo Rothstein explores how social capital and social trust are generated,
and what governments can do about it. He argues that it is the existence of universal
and impartial political institutions, together with public policies which enhance social
and economic equality, that creates social capital. By introducing the theory of collective
memory into the discussion, Rothsteinmakes an empirical and theoretical claim for how
universal institutions can be established.
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Restructuring the Welfare State (co-edited with Sven Steinmo, New York, 2002); and
Creating Social Trust in Post-Socialist Societies (co-edited with Janos Kornai and Susan
Rose-Ackerman, New York, 2004).
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book. First in line is Sören Holmberg, who deserves a special prize for his
splendid combination of enthusiasm for this project and forbearance with
me, and for insisting that if you are clever enough there is a way to find a
quantitative measure for everything. Peter Esaiasson, Victor Galaz, Mikael
Gilljam, Lennart J. Lundqvist, Lennart Nilsson, and Maria Oskarson have
given me lots of good advice, often more (and better) than I could handle.
Bengt-Ove Boström, Margaretha Hellgren-Glimje, Eva Meuller, and Leena
Hiltunen have all in many different ways helped me with the administrative
aspects of this project. Rosemary Nordström skilfully made English of my
text.
I have had the privilege to work with a number of colleagues from what

I now have to admit is the younger generation in political science. Dietlind
Stolle and I started to work on the problem of social capital in the mid-
1990s and we have collaborated ever since. I have tried very hard, but it
is impossible to match Dietlind’s energy and inventiveness, and I am truly
grateful that I have had the opportunity to work with her. The two articles
we published together in 2002 and 2003 have been very important for this
book.
Eleonora Pasotti guided me to new insights about the importance of

cultural theory for understanding themysteries of clientilism “Naples style,”
for which many thanks. Parts of chapter 2 in this book are based on a paper
we wrote together. Paola Cesarini was the first to comment on the first draft
of what became chapter 1, and afterwards generously shared her insights
about theories of collectivememories andmany other things. For two years,
Ylva Norén Bretzer was a very dedicated research assistant when this project
started – and we have since worked in parallel on the problem of trust and

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521612829 - Social Traps and the Problem of Trust
Bo Rothstein
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521612829
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS xi

democracy. Staffan Kumlin’s ingenious thinking about ways to test some of
the early ideas I had about how social trust is generated has been crucial for
the argument presented in chapter 5.
AndersBiel,ArneBigsten,HansBlomkvist,DarioCastiglione,DanielEek,

Kimmo Eriksson, Robert Goodin, Carina Gunnarsson, Donald Granberg,
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