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Abstract: This article investigates how trust and distrust in internet voting are constructed in 
Estonia, the only country to have used nationwide internet voting in legally binding elections for 
two decades. Drawing on expert interviews and Q-methodology with Estonian citizens, the study 
maps how both expert and public discourses articulate confidence and scepticism toward internet 
voting. Three discourses emerge: 1) Institutional trust and practical optimism, highlighting habitual 
use, institutional reliability, and everyday convenience; 2) Concerns over transparency and 
accessibility, emphasising openness, communication, and inclusivity; and 3) Scepticism about 
security and human vulnerabilities, focusing on system opacity, the concentration of control, and 
human error. The analysis reveals an asymmetry between trust and distrust narratives: while trust 
discourses are well-developed and grounded in experience and institutional legitimacy, distrust 
discourses remain reactive and less differentiated, blending technical and political concerns. The 
findings suggest that in digitally advanced contexts, long-term exposure to functioning e-
governance systems consolidates complex justifications for trust, whereas scepticism, though 
persistent, lacks structural articulation. The study contributes to broader debates on democratic 
legitimacy in digital elections, demonstrating that trust in internet voting depends as much on 
political culture and institutional transparency as on technological performance. 

Introduction 

Trust is a cornerstone of democratic governance, enabling citizens to accept vul-
nerability under conditions of uncertainty and to recognise the legitimacy of politi-
cal institutions (Braithwaite, 1998; Hardin, 2002; Luhmann, 1979; Warren, 2018). 
Nowhere is this more critical than in the conduct of elections, which must be per-
ceived as both fair and credible to ensure that outcomes are broadly accepted. As 
societies undergo rapid digital transformation, electoral processes have increas-
ingly integrated technological solutions, raising new opportunities and challenges 
for democratic legitimacy (Castells, 2013; Norris, 2002). 

The incorporation of technology into elections is not a recent phenomenon. Inno-
vations such as electronic voter lists, ballot scanners, and voting machines have 
been widely deployed to improve efficiency and accuracy (Krimmer, 2012). More 
ambitious reforms, however, involve internet voting, which allows citizens to cast 
ballots remotely via digital platforms (Alvarez et al., 2009, 2011). Initially promot-
ed to counter declining turnout, enhance accessibility, and modernise election ad-
ministration, internet voting has generated significant scholarly and policy debate. 
While proponents emphasise its convenience and potential to increase participa-
tion among specific groups (Solvak & Vassil, 2018), critics highlight the height-
ened risks to security, transparency, and public trust (Carter & Campbell, 2011; 
Mahrer & Krimmer, 2005). 

Trust remains central to these debates. Without sufficient levels of public confi-
dence, the introduction of internet voting risks undermining rather than strength-
ening democratic legitimacy. Scholars have demonstrated that trust in electoral 
technologies extends beyond technical reliability to broader political and institu-
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tional contexts, including confidence in electoral authorities, governments, and le-
gal safeguards (Ehin & Solvak, 2021; Werbach, 2018). Distrust, in turn, does not 
necessarily represent the absence of trust but may function as a constructive force, 
demanding accountability and reinforcing vigilance over electoral processes (Six & 
Latusek, 2023). The coexistence of trust and distrust highlights the complexity of 
digital elections, where technical performance, institutional transparency, and po-
litical culture are deeply intertwined (Mayer et al., 1995). 

Against this backdrop, the central research question guiding this study is: how are 
trust and distrust in Iínternet voting constructed, and what arguments shape their 
formation across technological and political dimensions? Addressing this question 
is particularly important in digitally advanced democracies such as Estonia, where 
internet voting has been embedded within broader e-governance infrastructures 
and used in legally binding elections for nearly two decades. Rather than examin-
ing hypothetical expectations surrounding internet voting, the Estonian case al-
lows for the analysis of trust and distrust discourses shaped by long-term expo-
sure, institutional familiarity, and practical experience with the system. 

The article is structured as follows. The next section reviews the existing literature 
on trust, distrust, and electoral technologies, highlighting key theoretical and em-
pirical debates. This is followed by a methodological discussion explaining the 
combination of expert interviews and Q-methodology used to capture both profes-
sional assessments and citizen perspectives. The subsequent sections present the 
analysis, identifying discourses of trust and distrust, and examining how they are 
embedded in broader institutional and sociotechnical contexts. The final section 
discusses the implications of these findings for democratic theory and electoral 
practice, emphasising the conditions under which internet voting can be perceived 
as legitimate and trustworthy. 

Literature review 

Technological innovation has permeated nearly every aspect of contemporary soci-
ety, and democratic elections are no exception. Over the past decade, significant 
attention has been devoted to understanding how digital technologies are em-
ployed to shape and influence voter behaviour (Campante et al., 2018), especially 
following the Facebook/Cambridge Analytica scandal (Heawood, 2018), which re-
vealed the extent to which personal data could be harvested and strategically de-
ployed in political campaigns. Since then, terms such as fake news (Allcott & 
Gentzkow, 2017; Lazer et al., 2018), misinformation, and disinformation (Jerit & 
Zhao, 2020; Shu et al., 2020) have become part of the usual political vocabulary, 
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intensifying their presence during electoral processes. Far from being confined to 
isolated cases, these phenomena have manifested globally, with documented in-
stances across diverse political systems and cultural contexts (Echeverría et al., 
2024; Erlich & Garner, 2023; Lee, 2019; Pierri et al., 2020). 

A common thread behind these examples is the central role of digital technologies 
in enabling, amplifying, or accelerating their impact (Morgan, 2018). This dynamic 
has not only altered political competition but also generated a generalised con-
cern about the resilience of democratic institutions in the digital age, leading to a 
broader crisis of trust (Bodó, 2021), as traditional institutional and interpersonal 
logics were not prepared to deal with these phenomena. 

Digital technologies have also been increasingly integrated into election manage-
ment. For several years, public administrations have explored technological solu-
tions to improve the efficiency, security, and overall manageability of electoral 
processes (Krimmer, 2012). Innovations such as ballot scanners, electronic voter 
lists, and other digital tools have emerged, but the innovation that has received 
the greatest scholarly attention is the use of electronic means for casting ballots. 
Electronic voting can be broadly divided into two categories: the use of voting ma-
chines in traditional polling stations, known as Direct Recording Electronic (DRE) 
systems, and digitally enabled remote voting systems, commonly referred to as in-
ternet voting. This paper focuses on the second, which generated high expecta-
tions in the early 2000s due to its expected potential to streamline the voting 
process and fight against declining voter turnout (Alvarez & Hall, 2004), although, 
over time, many of these expectations have not been fully realised, and the wide-
spread adoption of internet voting has lagged behind initial projections. While 
multiple factors help explain this outcome (Licht et al., 2021), trust-related issues 
remain central to understanding both the slow adoption and the mixed results of 
internet voting initiatives (Carter & Campbell, 2011; Mahrer & Krimmer, 2005; 
Volkamer et al., 2011). 

Applied research on internet voting from a social science perspective can general-
ly be divided into two main strands, depending on the focus of inquiry. The first 
strand concentrates on future-oriented projections, examining voters’ intentions to 
use internet voting in countries where the technology has not yet been deployed 
(Musial-Karg, 2017; Nemeslaki et al., 2016), assessing potential impacts of its 
adoption (Carter & Bélanger, 2012; Krimmer et al., 2019), or analysing outcomes 
from pilot studies (Council of Europe, 2010; Hoxha et al., 2024; Turnbull-Dugarte 
& Devine, 2023). The second strand focuses on analyses of actual implementation 
in countries where internet voting is or has been in use. Given the limited number 
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of such cases, the literature has largely concentrated on Switzerland (Germann & 
Serdült, 2017; Serdült et al., 2015; Serdült & Kryssanov, 2018), Canada (N. Good-
man, Gabel, et al., 2018; N. Goodman, McGregor, et al., 2018; N. J. Goodman, 2014; 
N. Goodman & Smith, 2017), and Estonia (Krimmer, Volkamer, et al., 2021; Madise 
& Vinkel, 2014; Toots et al., 2016). Research conducted in these three contexts has 
been particularly influential in recalibrating initial expectations against empirical 
realities. Findings show, for example, that while voters who adopt internet voting 
rarely return to other voting methods (Solvak & Vassil, 2018) and that it can be 
more cost-efficient than traditional channels (Krimmer et al., 2021), turnout in-
creases tend to be confined to specific groups (Germann, 2021; Germann & 
Serdült, 2017). Moreover, integrating internet voting requires significant institu-
tional and procedural adaptations to ensure alignment with existing voting sys-
tems (Krivonosova, 2022). In both cases, trust appears to be a central element, giv-
en the wide attention it received by research, either in the past (Carter & Camp-
bell, 2011; Spycher et al., 2011; Warkentin et al., 2018) and recently (Abdala et al., 
2025; Ehin & Solvak, 2021; Romanov et al., 2025; Sindermann et al., 2023). 

A compelling case can be made for selecting Estonia when studying trust in inter-
net voting. We argue that reliable insights into how citizens evaluate such systems 
can be gained only in countries where internet voting has been implemented and 
widely used, rather than in those where it remains hypothetical. Estonia is unique 
in this respect: it became the first country to introduce legally binding internet vot-
ing in national elections in 2005, and by the 2023 parliamentary elections, more 
than half of the electorate cast their ballots online (N. Goodman & Pyman, 2016; 
Heiberg et al., 2020; Solvak et al., 2019; Vassil et al., 2016). This long-term, large-
scale use provides citizens with direct, experience-based knowledge of the system, 
allowing researchers to move beyond naïve expectations or speculative concerns 
that dominate debates in countries without such experience (Alvarez et al., 2009; 
Krimmer et al., 2019). In short, the Estonian case offers a uniquely robust empirical 
ground for studying the dynamics of trust, as voters have had sufficient opportuni-
ties to form reflections grounded in practice rather than mere anticipation. 

Trust has long been recognised as a cornerstone of social interaction, cooperation, 
and institutional legitimacy (McKnight & Chervany, 1996), yet it remains a multi-
faceted and difficult-to-pin-down concept (Hupcey et al., 2001). At its most basic, 
trust can be understood as the willingness to accept vulnerability in the face of 
risk, sustained by positive expectations about another party's behaviour (Marsh & 
Dibben, 2005; Murnighan et al., 2004). However, such a definition is insufficient to 
capture the complexity of trust in contemporary digital democracies (Duenas-Cid 
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& Calzati, 2023). Scholars have emphasised that trust is at once an individual 
property and a relational construct. On one hand, it reflects personal beliefs and 
perceptions (Mooradian et al., 2006; Murnighan et al., 2004); on the other, it pro-
jects these beliefs outward, taking shape in interactions between actors (Möllering, 
2001; Simmel, 1964). As a result, different forms of trust can be considered de-
pending on the type of actor involved: interpersonal trust (between individuals), 
group trust (among collectives), institutional trust (between individuals and insti-
tutions), organisational trust (across organisations), and technological trust (be-
tween individuals and technological systems) (Hardin, 2002; Simon, 2020). 

This interactive nature of trust underpins its role as a necessary element of human 
cooperation, civic life (Putnam, 2001), and economic exchange (Fukuyama, 1995). 
Trust reduces the complexity of human interaction (by relying on known actors) 
and helps manage uncertainty (by focusing on identifiable risks rather than diffuse 
ambiguities) (Luhmann, 1979), operating simultaneously as a social lubricant and a 
mechanism of simplification, enabling individuals to act in the face of unknowns. 

Yet when applied to technology, trust reveals additional layers of complexity 
(Bodó, 2021; Bodó et al., 2025). Research has examined trust as a dispositional at-
titude guiding technological adoption (Evans & Krueger, 2009), as a communitari-
an product of perceived political efficacy (Anderson, 2010), as a legal safeguard 
embedded in governance frameworks (Werbach, 2018), or as a reaction to the “hu-
manness” of human–computer interaction (Ciechanowski et al., 2019; Lankton et 
al., 2015). Despite this breadth, many approaches continue to treat trust as a bina-
ry construct explained by a handful of variables, rendering it an ambivalent con-
cept that can be invoked either as a prerequisite for adoption (Janssen et al., 2018) 
or as its outcome (Lippert & Davis, 2006). This conceptual ambiguity is further re-
inforced by the frequent overlap between trust and neighbouring constructs, such 
as confidence and trustworthiness, which are often used interchangeably even 
though they refer to distinct aspects of social and technological relationships. 
Trustworthiness denotes the perceived characteristics of the trustee that signal 
competence, integrity, or benevolence (Levi & Stoker, 2000). By contrast, confi-
dence refers to the trustor's expectation or certainty that events will unfold as an-
ticipated, grounded in prior knowledge, experience, or institutional routines (Gid-
dens, 1991). The coexistence of these adjacent concepts blurs the concept of trust, 
complicating efforts to define its boundaries and identify its explanatory role in 
digital governance and technology adoption. 

Building on this critique, Duenas-Cid & Calzati (2023) emphasise the mediated 
and asymmetric nature of trust and distrust. Trust is not simply an attribute of indi-

6 Internet Policy Review 15(4) | 2026



viduals or institutions but a relational property that emerges through knowledge 
asymmetries, expert mediation, and processes of familiarisation. It operates as 
both a bridge between ignorance and expertise and as a mechanism for transform-
ing uncertainty into specific, navigable risks. In digital contexts, this mediation be-
comes sociotechnical: trust is not merely “in” technology but also “through” tech-
nology, shaped by interfaces, institutional embedding, and broader legitimacy 
structures. When applied to internet voting, this suggests that trust cannot be re-
duced to confidence in technical functionality alone. Instead, it involves overlap-
ping forms, such as technological trust in system reliability, institutional trust in 
electoral authorities, organisational trust in system operators, and group trust in 
peer adoption patterns. All of them converge in shaping whether citizens accept or 
resist digitalised electoral participation. 

Distrust, on the other hand, is understood in Duenas-Cid and Calzati’s (2023) 
framework as an asymmetrical opposite of trust: although they clearly occupy op-
posite ends of a common spectrum, they operate in different ways (Luhmann, 
1979; Six & Latusek, 2023). Distrust may even play a constructive role, contribut-
ing indirectly to the creation of trust (Duenas-Cid, 2024; Duenas-Cid & Misev, 
2024). As Sztompka (2003) notes, a “healthy balance” of trust and distrust is neces-
sary for modern societies: excessive trust risks fragility and disempowerment, 
while excessive distrust corrodes legitimacy. 

Within democratic systems, measured distrust should not necessarily be under-
stood as a dysfunctional or undesirable phenomenon. Democratic institutions fre-
quently incorporate mechanisms of oversight, monitoring, and accountability that 
reflect the productive role of citizen scrutiny toward public authorities (Rosanval-
lon & Goldhammer, 2008). Applied to internet voting, this means that distrust 
should not be dismissed as mere resistance or conservatism. Instead, it may con-
tribute to demands for transparency, verifiability, and institutional safeguards. At 
the same time, distrust is not inherently beneficial. Excessive distrust may under-
mine institutional legitimacy and reduce citizens’ willingness to engage with pub-
lic institutions and technological innovations, as demonstrated by the cases of 
electronic voting in Norway (Jordi et al., n.d.; Markussen et al., 2014) and the 
Netherlands (Duenas-Cid, 2024). Recent governance research further suggests that 
trust and distrust may coexist rather than function as simple opposites, shaping 
different forms of engagement with public systems (Verhoest et al., n.d.). Conse-
quently, the democratic value of distrust lies not in its mere existence but in main-
taining a balance between critical scrutiny and sufficient confidence to enable par-
ticipation and institutional innovation. 
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The application of this framework to the analysis of internet voting allows for a 
construction of a complex approach to the understanding of internet voting, creat-
ing four ideal typologies encompassing the elements included in Duenas-Cid and 
Calzati’s framework: ‘trust in-’, ‘distrust in-’, ‘trust through-’ and ‘distrust through’ 
internet voting. Based on this framework, we hypothesise that the four ideal types 
of dis/trust will be present in the outcomes of the Q-Methodology experiment. 

TABLE 1. Typology of trust and distrust in internet voting based on the Duenas-Cid and Calzati 

(2023) framework.1 

Trust in 
Including technical and institutional elements that allow 
reliance on the system 

Distrust in 
Including technical limitations (opacity, risks, etc.) 
and fear of manipulation 

Trust through 
Including the potential for the improvement of democracy and 
trust transference from other institutional setups 

Distrust through 
Including fear of the erosion of democracy and the 
need for accountability of the government. 

Methods 

This study employs a mixed-method design combining expert interviews and Q-
methodology to examine how trust and distrust in internet voting are articulated 
in Estonia. The two approaches complement each other: expert interviews capture 
professional and institutional perspectives, while Q-methodology identifies shared 
viewpoints among citizens. Together, they provide an integrated understanding of 
how trust discourses are shaped by both policy actors and the public. 

Expert interviews 

Sixteen semi-structured interviews were conducted between December 2022 and 
April 2023 with stakeholders involved in the development, monitoring, and public 
discussion of internet voting, including electoral officials, journalists, and technol-

ogy providers2. For more information on profiles, see Appendix B. Participants 
were selected purposively to represent diverse professional backgrounds. Inter-
views lasted approximately 55 minutes and focused on themes such as system se-
curity, transparency, and public confidence. Conversations were recorded with con-
sent, transcribed verbatim via Otter.ai, and thematically coded to extract recurrent 

1. While this typology guided Q-sample construction and initial coding, the empirical analysis (see 
Results, Discourses 1–2, and Discussion) found that citizen trust differentiates primarily along a 
habitual-vs-conditional basis within the trust in category, rather than splitting cleanly between 
Trust in and Trust through as hypothesised. Distrust, by contrast, showed no equivalent internal 
differentiation between Distrust in and Distrust through. See Discussion for full treatment. 

2. The authors will provide the interview questionnaire upon the request. 
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statements about trust and distrust that informed the subsequent Q-sample con-
struction. 

Given that several interviewees were directly involved in the administration or 
public communication of internet voting, their perspectives may reflect institution-
al positions and professional commitments to the system. To mitigate this, partici-
pants were selected from diverse professional backgrounds, including journalists, 
technical specialists, and external observers involved in public debates surround-
ing internet voting. Nevertheless, the expert interviews should not be understood 
as neutral representations of all possible perspectives, but rather as institutional 
and professional framings through which trust and distrust in internet voting are 
articulated in Estonia. 

Q-Methodology 

To identify and analyse subjective viewpoints on trust in internet voting among a 
broader group of participants, we have employed on-site, in-person Q-method-
ological discourse analysis (Ramlo & Newman, 2011). This method allows us to 
evaluate the positions on the statement, extracted from expert interviews, regard-
ing the factors of trust and distrust in internet voting. Adhering to the principles of 
Q-methodology (McKeown & Thomas, 2013; Watts & Stenner, 2012), this method 
integrates statistical analysis to identify factors and qualitative techniques to in-
terpret patterns of subjective viewpoints on data. Unlike traditional quantitative 
factor analysis (Fabrigar et al., 2012) or purely qualitative discourse analysis 
(Schiffrin et al., 2008), Q-methodology identifies discourses through correlations 
among statements and groupings of individuals who agree with them. 

To simplify the sorting process for participants, we have prepared a template. The 
template on which the respondents distributed the statements reflected the agree-
ment scale, where -4 indicated complete agreement, +4 complete disagreement, 
and 0 indicated indifference and neutrality; see Figure 1 for an example. To allow 
participants to express their subjective positions freely, the 0-point scale was used 
as a neutral option rather than compelling them to select a position on a strictly 
symmetrical scale. 
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FIGURE 1: The symmetrical Q-methodology template was used to Q-sort 36 statements. 

Q and R samples 

According to the “manual” of Q-methodology (Watts & Stenner, 2012), we ensured 
that the number of statements exceeded the number of respondents in order to 
provide sufficient discursive diversity and avoid overly constraining the sorting 
process. In other words, our Q-sample comprised 36 claims about internet voting. 
The construction of the Q-sample was informed by the themes identified in the ex-
pert interviews. To form the Q-sample, we transcribed all 16 expert interviews, 
which yielded a range of statements and factors that might shape citizens’ trust or 
distrust in internet voting. However, the statements themselves were not direct re-
productions of expert arguments, but rather derivatives of broader topics and re-
curring discussions surrounding internet voting. While themes such as transparen-
cy, institutional trust, and security risks were present in the interviews, they did not 
constitute the only dimensions included in the statement set. The final Q-sample 
intentionally incorporated heterogeneous and competing claims related to techno-
logical reliability, accessibility, political legitimacy, convenience, democratic partic-
ipation, and institutional accountability. In line with Q-methodology, the state-
ments defined the discursive space within which participants positioned them-
selves, while still allowing for the emergence of contrasting and internally differ-
entiated viewpoints, which is why the additional post-assignment interviews were 
conducted. The complete list of statements is provided in Appendix C. 

The pool of respondents included 26 English-speaking Estonian participants. In 
line with the principles of Q-methodology, the aim of respondent selection was 
not statistical representativeness, but the identification of shared viewpoints and 
discourse patterns across participants. Recruitment was delegated to the Norstat 
survey company based on two predefined criteria: firstly, participants had to be 
able to communicate in English in order to conduct the post-Q-sorting interviews 
regarding the reasoning behind the statement distribution with researchers in 
English; and secondly, the sample was designed to consist equally of participants 
who had previously used internet voting in Estonia and those who had not. The 
distinction referred specifically to prior use of internet voting and did not differen-
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tiate between citizens who abstained from voting entirely and those who voted 
through alternative channels. Although the English proficiency requirement may 
have introduced a bias toward more internationally oriented or digitally confident 
respondents, the final sample still reflected a relatively broad age distribution, 
ranging from 22 to 67 years old. Beyond demographic characteristics and prior ex-
posure to internet voting, no additional socioeconomic or recruitment-channel-lev-
el information was collected, which limits the ability to further contextualise the 
respondent pool. Nevertheless, the sample was considered sufficient for factor ex-
traction and discourse interpretation while still allowing for diversity in attitudes 
and experiences related to internet voting. A detailed overview of the sample's de-
mographic composition, including age, gender, prior exposure to internet voting, 
and alignment with the discourse, is provided in Appendix A. 

To explore the subjective perceptions of the participants further, we have, first of 
all, introduced them to the overall idea of the project by also explaining the source 
from where statements originated; secondly, we involved the participants in the Q-
sort process, within which they were expected to allocate the 36 statements across 
the template. Lastly, by asking the respondent to elaborate on their position on the 
Q-sorting result, why exactly was the statement placed in this category? The ex-
tremums were of the most interest; those would be columns +4, +3, -3, and -4, 
along with the statements attributed to these categories. 

The Q-methodology was conducted with a slight delay, following the interviews in 
June 2023, due to the recruitment process. This delay allowed us to capture the 
Estonian parliamentary elections in March 2023, an experience the respondents 
could use as a vivid reference point. 

Following Duenas-Cid and Calzati's (2023) typology, trust and distrust were treated 
not as unitary constructs but as composites of four analytically distinct orienta-
tions, which guided both Q-sample construction and post-hoc interpretation of 
factors: 

1. ‘Trust in’ internet voting was operationalised as agreement with 
statements referring to the technical reliability of the system, the 
competence of the institutions and personnel administering it, or 
confidence grounded in habitual, personal use – independent of any claim 
about the system's broader democratic consequences. 

2. ‘Distrust in’ internet voting was operationalised as agreement with 
statements referring to technical opacity, vulnerability to error or 
manipulation, or scepticism toward the competence or intentions of those 
operating the system. 
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3. ‘Trust through’ internet voting was operationalised as agreement with 
statements linking the system to downstream democratic goods, 
participation, accessibility, institutional legitimacy, or political 
modernisation, regardless of the respondent's confidence in the underlying 
technology. 

4. ‘Distrust through’ internet voting was operationalised as agreement with 
statements expressing concern about the erosion of democratic 
accountability, the concentration of institutional power, or the weakening 
of electoral legitimacy as a consequence of digitalisation. 

Each of the 36 statements comprising the Q-sample was classified against this 
fourfold scheme during sample construction, based on its dominant thematic ori-
entation as derived from the expert interviews (see Appendix C for the full state-
ment set and classification). This a priori classification allows for further reflection. 
First, the distribution between trust and distrust is balanced (20 trust statements, 
16 distrust), but not in relation to in/through (26 in -12 through- the number ex-
ceeds 36, as a result of some statements combining both discourses). This bias 
stems from the previous interviews and the need to respect the arguments collect-
ed rather than forcing them to find a better balance between approaches. Second, 
it provided an analytic anchor for the qualitative interpretation of the three ex-
tracted factors: for each factor, we examined the distribution of its defining and 
distinguishing statements (Watts & Stenner, 2012) across the fourfold scheme, al-
lowing us to assess the degree to which a given discourse aligned with a single 
ideal type or combined elements across categories. Discrepancies between the 
four-type classification of statements and the three-factor empirical solution, most 
notably the tendency of distrust-related statements to load together across the in 
and through categories, are addressed directly in the Results and Discussion as a 
substantive finding rather than as a methodological shortfall. 

Factor analysis 

After the onsite activity, the data were subjected to factor analysis to identify com-
mon patterns in participants' rankings. This analysis helped reveal shared view-
points and distinguish between trust and distrust profiles based on their rankings 
of statements. In this research, we used KenQ software (Banasick, 2023), a spe-
cialised tool for Q-methodology, to perform the statistical analysis, including fac-
tor extraction and rotation. 

The varimax rotation method was chosen for its ability to produce orthogonal (un-
correlated) factors. This approach is particularly effective in simplifying the data 
structure, as it maximises the variance explained by each factor. Varimax rotation 
ensures that statements load strongly on a single factor while minimising cross-
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loadings on other factors, making it easier to assign participants to distinct dis-
courses. This clarity is essential for studies like ours, which aim to delineate inde-
pendent thought clusters and provide a structured understanding of diverse view-
points. Unlike non-orthogonal rotation methods, such as centroid rotation, which 
are suited for exploring interconnected or overlapping perspectives, varimax rota-
tion was selected to emphasise the independence of the identified factors. This 
decision ensured that the results provided a precise, interpretable distinction 
among the various discourses present in the data. 

Finally, the factors identified through statistical analysis were interpreted qualita-
tively. The factors were constructed based on the manual thematic analysis, in 
which we identified factors using the received factor loadings and scores, the for-
mulation of the statements, and the respondents' sorting justification. The respon-
dents' backgrounds were also taken into account, particularly their prior experi-
ence with internet voting, or lack thereof. 

Analysis results 

The section in question is dedicated to the interpretation of the extracted dis-
courses within the Q-methodology. Three factors were extracted from the analysis 
to explain the sources of trust and distrust in political technology and internet vot-
ing. The selection of three factors was based on two complementary criteria: the 
distribution of eigenvalues and the qualitative interpretability of the extracted dis-
courses. As shown in Figure 2, the scree plot demonstrates a clear “elbow” after 
the third factor, indicating diminishing explanatory contribution from additional 
factors. Beyond this point, the extracted factors became less theoretically coherent 
and interpretively meaningful. Consequently, the three-factor solution was consid-
ered the most analytically robust and substantively interpretable configuration 
(see Table A1 in the Appendix). 
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FIGURE 2: Scree plot (elbow method) used to determine the optimal number of factors for 
extraction based on eigenvalue distribution. 

Further in the section, we analyse the factor scores of the statements attributed to 
each factor and provide an interpretation of the discourse on trust and distrust in 
internet voting. Still, the number of factors obtained (three) does not match the 
number of hypotheses previously detailed, opening the door to recalibrating them 
by discussing whether the different hypothetical distinctions between trust and 
distrust, or between in or through the system, are present in the discourses ob-
tained. As the analysis demonstrates, the identified discourses do not map directly 
onto the four ideal-typical categories. Instead, several discourses combine ele-
ments of ‘trust in/through’ and ‘distrust in/through’ internet voting across both 
technical and political dimensions. 

Discourse 1: Practical and pragmatic trust 

This discourse expresses trust in internet voting as a functional and reliable exten-
sion of Estonia’s digital state infrastructure. Participants aligned with this factor 
demonstrate a pragmatic optimism toward internet voting, rooted in their personal 
experiences, everyday digital practices, and a generally high level of institutional 
trust. While acknowledging potential risks, they emphasise that the system’s con-
sistent performance and integration into daily life outweigh concerns. 

A defining element of this discourse is the emphasis on convenience, which is not 
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only viewed as a practical benefit but also as a facilitator of democratic participa-
tion. As one participant succinctly explained: “It [internet voting] is more convenient, 
and I know a lot of people, so from personal experience, who see that it's easier to vote 
online: first of all, you have a week where you can vote, and you can do it from every-
where.” (P7). 

“You can do it anywhere. It is not time or location specific… so it is more convenient” 
(P22). 

Convenience is not abstract but grounded in personal experiences (related to the 
system's spatial and temporal flexibility), observed behaviours, and peers' lived ex-
periences. Personal and social validation seem to reinforce perceptions of system 
reliability, while the ability to vote without logistical constraints makes internet 
voting appear more inclusive and efficient, especially to mobile or busy citizens. 

For many, the shift to internet voting was part of a broader digital transition and 
reinforced by habit and cultural norms: “It’s like doing bank transfers. They are regu-
lar. In most ways” (P4). 

“The more you do it, the more trust is generated, it's how it works” (P7). 

“We can do our declarations, taxes via the internet. I [was doing] them only on 
paper and it was painful. [Now] it's very comfortable, and I can add something if I 
need, I can take it off if it isn’t anymore. So I can check all my data, all my real 
estate, my car, or something else with these systems.” (P26). 

The habit of using digital technologies in other societal fields or in relation to Es-
tonian e-government systems generates familiarity and trust. As digital practices 
become habitual, scepticism fades, and internet voting becomes a seamless exten-
sion of the e-governance experience. Institutional integration and consistent per-
formance in other digital services feed into the legitimacy of internet voting. Trust 
in the broader e-state strengthens trust in its electoral tools. 

Institutional trust underpins this pragmatic support. Respondents often referred to 
the reliability of public institutions and civil servants: “I just say that I believe in the 
system that everybody [people who organised the whole election and people who pro-
vide the election platform] who’s doing their part knows what they are doing.” (P23). 
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“People are using electronic banking and some other electronic services, so they 
definitely trust others as well. So it’s like a positive influence.” (P22). 

The obtained responses reflect a belief in the competence and good intentions of 
election officials and civil servants. Discourses of trust are based not only on ab-
stract design system principles but also on the presumed integrity of the people 
who run the system or on wider political infrastructures of trust. Internet voting is 
not viewed in isolation but as part of a larger trust network tied to public adminis-
tration and governance, and affected by the spillover effect from political trust to 
technological trust, and vice versa. 

Importantly, this trust is not blind. It is contingent on the system working well over 
time: “It’s just with anything new, you start to question at first, but later, and then 
when you see that it works, and it works fine, then these kinds of fears go away, and 
people are more and more using these tools.” (P19) 

“…The new generation who grows up with that and they will already know that the 
system is working, the system has not failed, and they will go on with the [internet 
voting].” (P7). 

The durability of trust is framed as a consequence of the system’s track record. 
Continued success reinforces public confidence, suggesting a rational, experience-
based evaluation, both of which echo the habitual nature of trust in internet vot-
ing, supported by trust in technology itself and associated political institutions. 
The hypothetical scenario of a system failure is also framed similarly: “If the system 
fails, it will manipulate the trust factor for a few elections… but if they are working on 
a global amount and communicating that they have resolved the issues, then the trust 
will come back” (P7). 

Even as they acknowledge the potential for failure, transparency and responsive-
ness from political institutions are seen as key to rebuilding trust. The expectation 
is not infallibility, but rather responsible management and the technology's conse-
quential trustworthiness. The regular use of internet voting, hence, appears not 
only as a trust-maintaining mechanism but also as a trust-building mechanism. 

Interestingly, the presence of a fallback option (i.e., paper voting) also reinforced 
trust. Several respondents mentioned that having alternatives contributed to their 
overall feeling of security: “I think any voting cannot be 100% safe, so we have to ac-
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cept risk (…) but if internet voting is closed, I don’t see any other reason… I should go 
back [to paper]” (P7). Knowing there is a backup plan makes people more comfort-
able with choosing the digital option, even if they do not plan to use the alterna-
tive. Differently, other trust-related elements are linked to the specific and unique 
properties of internet voting: “The possibility to cancel things… we need to accept the 
risk anyway in organic processes” (P22). In this case, trust connects with the broader 
philosophy of system design and public administration, acknowledging uncertain-
ty, but relying on institutional adaptability and safeguards to manage it. 

In accordance with the previous, the increasing usage of internet voting is not seen 
as a potentially dangerous scenario: “Why should we vote on paper? I don’t think it’s 
a concern at all [the hypothetical scenario that more and more people are voting via 
the internet]” (P26). The widespread use of internet voting, rather than being seen 
as a threat, is perceived as evidence of widespread approval and system maturity 
aligned with the general digitalisation of the country: “I think we are evolving and 
going forward. Internet voting is going to be that way” (P15). 

This future-oriented stance reinforces the idea that internet voting is not just a 
present convenience, but a cornerstone of Estonia’s political modernisation, as re-
flected by the response from P11 (who has the highest association with the insti-
tutional trust narrative): “I think their [political actors] agenda is just to get more peo-
ple to use the platform. And I think it helps them if they're being transparent about it, 
to build trust and get people to join them.” 

In summary, this discourse reveals a form of technological trust anchored in insti-
tutional performance, collective habit, and consistent personal experiences. Trust 
is not rooted in the technicalities of cryptographic verification or system architec-
ture, but rather in the reliability of Estonia's e-governance technology, institutional 
continuity, and everyday usability. This group perceives internet voting not as a 
radical innovation, but as a natural and dependable element of modern life in Es-
tonia. 

Discourse 2: Conditional trust and demands for verification 

This discourse reflects a set of perspectives where participants engage critically 
with internet voting not as a technological failure, but as a system whose trust-
worthiness depends on visible safeguards, institutional transparency, and accessi-
ble communication. Unlike Discourse 1, where trust is grounded in habitual use 
and an accumulated, largely unquestioned track record, this discourse conditions 
trust on the availability of mechanisms that make the system's workings checkable 
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– audits, training, technical readiness, and clear communication when problems 
arise. Participants in this discourse do not reject the premise of trusting the sys-
tem; rather, they resist the idea that trust should be extended on faith or as an ac-
ceptance of unavoidable risk. This distinction was directly visible in the composite 
Q-sort for this factor, which combined strong endorsement of statements affirming 
institutional competence, external audit, and cyberattack readiness, with a pointed 
rejection of the claim that "internet voting cannot be 100% secure and we need to 
accept the risk" – the single most distinguishing statement for this discourse. 
Where Discourse 1 accepts residual risk as the price of convenience, Discourse 2 
treats blanket risk-acceptance as an insufficient basis for trust, demanding instead 
that trust be earned through demonstrable, checkable safeguards. 

Trust in internet voting appears as the result of clarity, accountability, and public 
engagement: “It could be better because right now we are discussing the parties who 
have their opinions, we discuss those opinions, but we don’t discuss the problem in 
depth. So I think that’s the problem. So it could be better… especially in journalism” 
(P21). The political and partisan dominance of the discourse around internet vot-
ing hinders the possibility of a wider, informed, and balanced discussion with the 
citizenry. 

Participants also raised concerns that transparency should extend beyond func-
tional efficiency to include institutional communication and procedural accessibili-
ty: “Here, I think compared with COVID, for me, when I made my first vaccination, I 
think I had enough information, and with the voting system, I still think that it should 
be really open and show everything. Because if they said that voting has some prob-
lem, okay, we have a problem, then they should fix it.” (P24) 

Some participants highlight a gap in public accessibility, not in terms of technical 
access, but in terms of confidence and clarity for all demographics: “I think at the 
moment, not too many people [are] voting online, but there must be more. A lot of 
[people] don’t trust the system, especially the old people” (P14). This gap is also re-
flected in the tension between the system's usability and its understanding. P16 
expressed, “I know my parents are using internet voting,” and later, when asked 
about the option to verify the vote, “I didn’t think about it. I thought they gave a vote, 
so everything is okay with it” (P16). This suggests a form of procedural opacity: even 
when the system appears functional and is widely used, it may not be fully under-
stood, even by those who participate in it. The same participant further comment-
ed that “I think [internet voting] is a piece of cake,” but expressed a belief that “Me-
dia is media. How much is the truth? It’s another case” (P16), indicating some scepti-
cism toward the information environment surrounding internet voting. 
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The value of public debate emerged as a contested point among participants in 
this discourse. P24 offers a sceptical reflection on its effectiveness in practice: “But 
debate, there is always debate before elections. And it hasn't given any result” (P24), 
pointing at the disillusionment with performative or cyclical discussions that fail 
to lead to meaningful change. Institutional trust goes beyond the existence of de-
bates, but whether its outcomes are taken seriously and result in visible improve-
ments or policy responsiveness. Thus, while this discourse broadly values trans-
parency and dialogue, it also points to the limits of symbolic engagement and the 
need for debate to translate into tangible institutional accountability. 

Concerns over inclusivity and access were also present in reflections on technical 
outreach and awareness, highlighting the lack of public knowledge of election ob-
servation workshops: “I haven’t heard about it at all… I do trust the elections, but I 
haven’t heard about it. So imagine what older people feel or other people who are 
maybe a bit less educated” (P21). This suggests a disconnection between institu-
tional offerings and public awareness, indicating that even well-functioning sys-
tems may fall short if their operations are not clearly and widely communicated. 
(Kattel & Mergel, 2019; Leppiman et al., 2021) 

Trust, while relying on many different sources, does not necessarily stem from the 
informed understanding of the system: “It’s easy. And I trust the internet voting. I 
don’t know why, but I trust it” (P9). The relation between trust and practice, already 
highlighted in previous research (Solvak & Vassil, 2018), also appears as an impor-
tant element in the real capacity to understand the functioning of the system. 

Overall, this discourse highlights the importance of effective communication, in-
clusivity, and institutional transparency, but its underlying logic remains a form of 
trust in the system – a conditional variant, resting on the visibility and verifiability 
of technical and institutional safeguards, rather than on habituation or accumulat-
ed experience alone. Trust, in this discourse, is contingent before it is automatic: it 
is extended to the extent that institutions demonstrate competence and communi-
cate openly, not merely because the system has not yet failed. While participants 
voice clear concerns about accessibility and public understanding, these concerns 
function as conditions attached to trust rather than as a rejection of it, distinguish-
ing this discourse from the more thoroughgoing scepticism articulated in Dis-
course 3. 

Discourse 3: Scepticism about security and human vulnerabilities 

The third and final discourse takes all concerns pinpointed in the second narrative 
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and pushes them to their extremes. Participants consistently emphasise the sys-
tem’s vulnerability to both technical and human error, the potential for manipula-
tion, and the need to maintain or develop credible alternatives. For them, trust in 
internet voting cannot be separated from the recognition that all systems, espe-
cially those handling sensitive political processes, carry inherent risks that must be 
transparently acknowledged and actively mitigated. 

Participants in this discourse adopt what might be called a limited distrust. They 
view the digital infrastructure of voting as complex and potentially opaque, and 
their concerns often stem from a lack of transparency or understanding of how the 
system operates. P10, for instance, describes that he does not trust the technology 
he utilises for the internet voting, such as a mobile phone for the voting verifica-
tion: “I don’t really know what is going on inside my phone… it feels like it’s safe, but I 
cannot detect if someone is using my phone or something” (P10). This feeling is 
shared by other respondents in this group, distinguishing between the creation of 
trust in digital systems and their actual understanding or verifiability. 

Distrust is also pointed towards institutions due to the concentration of control in 
the hands of a small number of technical and institutional actors. P1 highlights 
this tension explicitly, noting that “there was a scandal where somebody gathered 

the ID cards of all the elderly people and just cast the vote” (P1, P103, P204) – a case 
that pointed to both social vulnerability and the potential for system misuse and 
voter coercion. For P1, trust in the voting system was eroded not only by such inci-
dents but also by the perceived general lack of response from authorities to public 
concerns. It is a reflection that “the communication regarding [internet voting] has 
been very poor” (P1), which underscores the idea that risk is amplified when it is 
not openly discussed. The embedded problem of internet voting with the digital 
identification card and “identity theft” was repeated by P18: “However, with elec-
tronic voting, it becomes more of an issue because you know, as I mentioned previously, 
is that you cannot verify with 100% confidence that it is indeed the owner of the ID 
card that is voting.” (P18) 

Institutional distrust was further supported by P18, who projected his distrust in 
the Election Management Body, when asked about the concentration of power and 

3. “Yes, again, this is because we have a problem with this, when there was a news also about it in some 
where they put the old people in the residence or something all together, and then they have access of 
their ID cards there.” (P10) 

4. “I don't, I don't believe that. If we see that political, government people on so one, they are sitting and 
also very many people are voting via internet, as in the passionate and old people houses. And usually 
all their ID cards are used.” (P20) 
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election result manipulation: “It’s quite a small group and based in Tallinn, and a big 
argument against electronic voting is the fact that if you wanted to manipulate, then, 
as opposed to paper voting, where you need a very big group of people to manipulate 
elections in a meaningful way. In this case, electronic voting, the sort of circle of people 
that you would need to convince or buy out or, you know, swearing to silence that is 
much smaller” (P18). This perspective reflects a broader anxiety not primarily about 
the technology itself, but about the trustworthiness of the small number of people 
who operate and control it – whether they can be convinced, bought, or silenced. 
This concern echoes a wider pattern in research on trust and digitalisation in Esto-
nia: Männiste and Masso (2018) find that Estonians' privacy concerns are shaped 
less by perceptions of technology as such than by trust in the institutions and indi-
viduals who administer digital systems, with those who feel institutions have over-
stepped reporting systematically lower institutional trust. Similarly, Hardy (2024), 
examining Estonia's cross-border e-governance infrastructure (X-Road), argues that 
the central challenges of scaling such systems are not technical but concern con-
trol, sovereignty, and who holds authority over shared infrastructure. P18's concern 
is best understood not as a claim about centralised architecture creating vulnera-
bility in the abstract, but as a claim about the limited number of people who must 
be trusted to resist manipulation – a distinctly human, rather than purely structur-
al, form of institutional distrust. Also, the participant draws a contrast between the 
distributed nature of traditional voting, which relies on many actors across multi-
ple locations, and the perceived consolidation of central control in internet voting. 
By invoking the image of a small, closed group operating from Tallinn, P18 implies 
that the conditions for manipulation are not only technically feasible but also in-
stitutionally plausible, given a lack of oversight and transparency. This concern sit-
uates the discussion of trust in what might be classified as a political domain, 
where the issue is not just whether the system works, but who controls it and how 
resistant it is to fraudulent influence. 

This critical perspective was deepened by P10, who further questioned the opacity 
surrounding the actors behind the voting technology: “Because we as Estonians, I 
mean, maybe somebody does, but at least as a citizen level or just a normal person, we 
don't know too much about these companies that are making these programs, and who 
are the people behind it? And are they hired by who, I guess, has done in government, 
but at which level? Who pulls the strings, we don't know that?” (P10). This reflection 
highlights a gap between trust and institutional transparency, where the issue ex-
tends beyond vulnerability to manipulation to the lack of accessible information 
about the companies and individuals entrusted with critical electoral functions. 
Participants’ words emphasise the connection between technological trustworthi-
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ness and institutional clarity: without knowing who is responsible, how they are 
selected, and under what conditions they operate, citizens cannot meaningfully 
evaluate the integrity of the system. Thus, distrust stems not necessarily from a 
specific technical flaw, but from the structural invisibility of those in power. 

The connection between distrust of political institutions and the internet voting 
system is further reinforced by concerns about manipulation, with other partici-
pants emphasising that, while technological safeguards may exist, no system is 
immune to failure or corruption. P18 remarks that “when it comes to voting in elec-
tions, I don’t feel we can really completely 100% trust anyone,” and advocates instead 
for “healthy scepticism” toward institutional authorities. This view is not grounded 
in rejection of technology, but in an understanding of political systems as inher-
ently fallible and shaped by power relations. 

The centrality of human error is echoed by P20, who expresses faith in the conve-
nience and general functioning of the system but concedes, “Of course [the system] 
is good, but… after 2005, only one party is always winning [internet voting] elections. 
It seems a little bit strange” (P20). While not asserting direct manipulation, such a 
statement reflects a lingering distrust in patterns that remain insufficiently ex-
plained. The limited transparency as a point for distrust was expressed by P1: “So I 
think maybe I would trust more [in internet voting], maybe after an independent analy-
sis, we take a group of IT experts and so on who are not connected with [government]. 
They’re completely independent. They look through technology, and then they give a 
report of what is actually going on. But that means that if they do find some mistakes 
and flaws, then the government actually has to act on it.” (P1) This quote highlights 
the demand for expert oversight, but especially for independent and external vali-
dation of the system’s integrity, indicating a deeper issue of institutional trust 
rather than technological confidence. Technical reports or evaluations seem insuf-
ficient unless they are politically actionable and transparently addressed. Trans-
parency appears, hence, linked to responsiveness, framing trust as contingent not 
only on audit mechanisms but on whether those mechanisms produce real ac-
countability and reform when issues are uncovered. 

Participants also advocate maintaining alternatives to internet voting, both as a 
safeguard against failure and to accommodate those who do not or cannot engage 
with digital systems. P1 emphasises the value of traditional paper-based voting, 
not only for its tangible nature but also for its cultural and civic significance. Oth-
ers viewed paper voting as a fallback in case of failure or as a necessary means to 
ensure inclusive participation. While P20 states that he continues to vote online 
for convenience, he nevertheless emphasises the importance of “collect[ing] more 

22 Internet Policy Review 15(4) | 2026



knowledge and studies on the topic,” and adds that he would stop voting online “if I 
knew that they are using this central voting system [for] hacking” (P20). 

What unites this discourse is not a frontal opposition to innovation, but an insis-
tence on the side effects of internet voting: human mistakes can arise, and the 
concentration of control creates vulnerabilities. The refusal to assume infallibility 
is central to the discourse. In this sense, the perspective diverges from optimism-
driven narratives and instead calls for a balanced assessment of both capabilities 
and limitations. This reinforces the broader analytic insight that while trust in in-
ternet voting can be supported by both political and technological assurances, dis-
trust arises largely from the political and institutional context in which the system 
is embedded. These participants do not question the importance of digital gover-
nance, but they challenge the idea that trust can or should be taken for granted. 
Their stance insists on transparency, contingency planning, and accountability, not 
as signs of doubt, but as necessary foundations of a resilient democratic process. 

Discussions 

Applying Duenas-Cid and Calzati's (2023) framework to the Estonian case reveals 
an important asymmetry, though not the one initially hypothesised. Rather than 
trust discourses separating cleanly along the in/through axis, the composite Q-
sorts show that both trust-oriented discourses (1 and 2) are overwhelmingly an-
chored in ‘trust in’ internet voting, that is, in confidence in the system's technical 
reliability and institutional competence, while differing in the basis on which that 
trust is extended. Discourse 1 reflects a habitual, experience-based form of trust: 
confidence accumulates through repeated, uneventful use, reinforced by the broad-
er legitimacy of Estonia's e-governance infrastructure, and does not require active 
verification to be sustained. Discourse 2 reflects a conditional, verification-based 
form of trust: confidence is extended on the basis of demonstrable safeguards – 
audits, training, technical readiness, transparent communication and is explicitly 
withheld from framings that ask citizens to simply accept residual risk. Both dis-
courses, therefore, sit within the ‘trust in’ category as originally defined, differenti-
ated not by whether trust is oriented toward the system itself or toward its down-
stream democratic consequences (the ‘in/through’ distinction), but by whether that 
trust is earned through habituation or through verifiability. Elements of Trust 
through internet voting as a vehicle for democratic legitimacy, participation, or Es-
tonia's international standing, are present in both discourses but occupy a sec-
ondary, rather than defining, role. 

By contrast, the distrust discourse (Discourse 3) shows no equivalent internal dif-
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ferentiation. Its most distinguishing statements combine concerns about technical 
opacity, human error, and system downtime (‘distrust in’) with concerns about insti-
tutional risk-taking, organised political opposition, and the concentration of power 
(‘distrust through’) at the same extreme of the distribution, without separating into 
distinct sub-discourses the way trust does. This pattern is corroborated by the 
statement classification underlying the Q-sample itself (Appendix C): among the 
36 statements, the only items that resisted assignment to a single ideal type were 
distrust-oriented or straddled the trust/distrust boundary on the technical dimen-
sion; no trust-oriented statement required dual-coding. Taken together, the factor-
level and item-level evidence converge on the same conclusion: distrust toward in-
ternet voting in Estonia is discursively less differentiated than trust, whether mea-
sured in how citizens sort statements or in how the statements themselves were 
originally articulated by experts. 

This revised picture qualifies our initial hypothesis. The four ideal types proposed 
by Duenas-Cid and Calzati (2023) remain analytically useful for constructing a bal-
anced Q-sample and for identifying which concerns are technical versus political 
in origin, but they do not map onto citizen discourse as four empirically separable 
clusters. Instead, our findings suggest a more asymmetric structure: trust differen-
tiates along a basis-of-trust axis (habitual vs. conditional/verification-based), while 
distrust remains a comparatively undifferentiated fusion of technical and political 
concerns spanning ‘in’ and ‘through’. This asymmetry, rather than undermining the 
typology, extends it empirically: it suggests that in a mature internet voting con-
text such as Estonia, trust has had the opportunity to develop multiple, distin-
guishable rationales, whereas distrust, being the minority, oppositional position, 
has not undergone the same discursive elaboration. 

Conclusions 

The implication is that, at least in the Estonian case, discourses of trust in internet 
voting are differentiated not primarily along the in/through axis originally hypoth-
esised, but along the basis on which trust is extended (i.e., habitual, experience-
accumulated trust on one hand, and conditional, verification-dependent trust on 
the other) with both forms remaining largely anchored in confidence in the system 
itself (‘trust in’) rather than in its downstream democratic consequences (‘trust 
through’). Distrust discourses, by contrast, combine technical and political argu-
ments without this internal differentiation, fusing concerns about system opacity 
with those about institutional accountability into a single, less elaborated register. 
This does not mean that distrust is absent or irrelevant; rather, it suggests that the 
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long-term embedding of internet voting within a trusted e-governance infrastruc-
ture has generated multiple, distinguishable rationales for trust, while scepticism 
has not yet crystallised into equally differentiated categories. By contrast, both 
categories of distrust (‘in’ and ‘through’) are in a feedback loop in which the dis-
courses feed each other. 

The combined nature of distrust discourses opens the door to further reflection on 
how distrustful arguments are presented and on their impact on the construction 
of perceptions of distrust. Some forms of distrust (Sztompka, 1998) or scepticism 
(Norris & Norris, 2022) focus on improving democracy's functioning by highlight-
ing the weaknesses of existing systems and proposing alternatives. But these dis-
courses often go hand in hand with other forms of distrust whose goal is to erode 
democracy and fragment society (Butzlaff & Messinger-Zimmer, 2020). As para-
doxical as it might seem, distrust discourses might still need to evolve and com-
plexify to distinguish between the two forms of distrust (‘in’/’through’) and benefit 
from their positive and necessary outcomes for democracy, without feeding the op-
posite. 

As a final disclaimer, the results of this research do not imply that the system in 
use in Estonia is trustworthy. This paper reflects citizens' perceptions but does not 
focus on the system's security properties. As previous research has shown (Duenas-
Cid, 2024; Oostveen, 2010), citizens can place trust in untrustworthy systems 
based on factors that are not necessarily linked to the system's properties (Ro-
manov et al., 2025). 

Limitations and further research 

While the findings of this study provide insights into how trust and distrust in in-
ternet voting are constructed in a democracy with extensive experience with the 
technology, three methodological limitations should be acknowledged. Firstly, Q-
methodology is primarily designed to capture the conceptual relations and subjec-
tive structure of individuals’ viewpoints, rather than to estimate the actual distrib-
ution or status quo within the population. Hence, the discourses identified in the 
analysis should not be interpreted as representative of all Estonian citizens, but 
rather as ideal-typical discourses that illustrate the range and internal logic of per-
spectives in the public sphere. 

Secondly, the sample size and composition, while sufficient for Q-methodology 
and its purposes, limit the generalisability of the findings, particularly due to the 
language requirement, as participants were English-speaking Estonians. Although 
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the final sample reflected a relatively broad age range (22–67 years old), the Eng-
lish proficiency requirement may still have favoured respondents who are more in-
ternationally oriented, digitally engaged, or comfortable interacting with techno-
logical systems. As a result, some perspectives, particularly among less digitally 
integrated populations or citizens with lower levels of exposure to internation-
alised environments, may be underrepresented. At the same time, participants 
were selected to ensure diversity of experience and familiarity with internet voting 
rather than proportional demographic representation, which is consistent with the 
interpretive logic of Q-methodology. One vector for follow-up research would be 
to replicate the same research design with Estonian-speaking researchers and par-
ticipants to further triangulate and compare the resulting discourses across lin-
guistic and social contexts. 

Finally, future research could extend these findings through large-N quantitative 
or mixed-methods approaches, allowing the discourses identified here to serve as 
departing hypotheses for studying how widespread these orientations are and un-
der what social, political, and technological conditions they emerge. Such valida-
tion would deepen our understanding of how citizens across different contexts 
adopt, adapt, or contest the narratives of trust and distrust in digital elections. 
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Q sort Factor Group Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Gender Age I-voted Participant 11 
F1-1 0,7978* 0,248 0,0077 F 22 Yes Participant 17 F1-2 0,7897* 0,2099 0,1455 M 
37 Yes Participant 3 F1-3 0,7865* 0,2995 0,085 F 22 Yes Participant 15 F1-4 
0,7734* 0,067 -0,0734 M 28 No Participant 7 F1-5 0,7615* 0,0625 0,0792 M 28 Yes 
Participant 23 F1-6 0,6773* 0,4581 0,1883 M 39 No Participant 26 F1-7 0,6593* 
0,4695 -0,1245 F 58 Yes Participant 12 F1-8 0,6579* 0,3699 0,3398 M 41 Yes 
Participant 4 F1-9 0,6461* 0,0469 0,2213 M 27 No Participant 13 F1-10 0,6431* 
0,382 0,0855 F 35 Yes Participant 2 F1-11 0,6174* 0,4866 -0,0235 F 49 No 
Participant 6 F1-12 0,599* 0,0875 0,2904 M 23 No Participant 19 F1-13 0,5779* 
0,172 -0,0941 F 45 No Participant 8 F1-14 0,5042* 0,0084 -0,0045 M 24 Yes 
Participant 22 F1-15 0,474 0,3679 0,3385 M 40 Yes Participant 25 F2-1 0,3535 
0,7673* 0,1274 F 64 No Participant 5 F2-2 0,482 0,6776* -0,2678 M 60 No 
Participant 14 F2-3 0,2155 0,628* -0,1327 F 44 Yes Participant 16 F2-4 -0,0851 
0,5779* -0,0348 F 41 No Participant 24 F2-5 0,1769 0,5645* -0,1173 M 44 Yes 
Participant 21 F2-6 0,464 0,5574 0,4487 F 30 Yes Participant 9 F2-7 0,2738 
0,4708* -0,2109 F 52 Yes Participant 10 F3-1 -0,0077 -0,0881 0,6318* M 32 No 
Participant 1 F3-2 0,1046 -0,1305 0,5751* F 34 No Participant 18 F3-3 0,2586 
-0,3473 0,3867 M 23 No Participant 20 F3-4 -0,0009 -0,0113 0,3152 M 67 Yes 

The sample consists of 13 males, 12 females, and 1 non-binary participant. Of all 
of them, 12 have never used internet voting, while 14 have had prior exposure. 
The average age is 38.81 years for the general sample, 41.33 years for female 
participants, and 37.31 years for male respondents. 
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Appendix B. 
INTERVIEWEES COUNT 

Technical researcher 3 

Politician 3 

Technology vendor 2 

Public administrator 3 

Social researcher 3 

Activist/journalist 2 

Appendix C. 
# STATEMENT IDEAL TYPE 

1 

The centralised nature of 
Estonia's internet voting 
system raises questions about 
the concentration of power 
and the potential for 
manipulating election results. 

Distrust in / Distrust through 

2 

If you have one central 
component, it makes sense to 
invest heavily in very good 
protection for this one point. 

Trust in 

3 

Internet voting enhances 
Estonia's image as an e-state 
and contributes to its 
international recognition. 

Trust through 

4 

The government's dependence 
on the e-Estonia narrative 
leads it to take too many risks 
with the internet voting 
system. 

Distrust through 

5 

Trust in the Estonian internet 
voting system is influenced by 
a high level of trust in 
Estonian public offices and the 
e-government system. 

Trust in 

6 
Vote buying, selling, and 
coercion are potential risks of 
internet voting. 

Distrust in 

7 

A lack of understanding of the 
internet system leads citizens 
to accept simple explanations 
for why we should not use 

Distrust in 
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# STATEMENT IDEAL TYPE 

internet voting. 

8 

Internet voting cannot be 
100% secure, and we need to 
accept the risk. Having the 
option to cancel internet 
voting and revert to paper 
voting makes me feel safe. 

Trust in 

9 

If we would cancel internet 
voting and ask people to vote 
in paper, citizens would hardly 
trust again internet voting. 

Trust through 

10 

The organization of a 
ceremony for opening the 
online system and presenting 
the results helps trusting the 
system internet voting. 

Trust in 

11 

Demonstrations of the 
internet voting system's 
security, such as breaking hard 
disks, are like a theatre play. 
They are useless. 

Distrust in 

12 

Observing online elections is 
more difficult than observing 
paper elections. It can be done 
solely by people with 
specialised technical 
knowledge to understand the 
system, and citizens are forced 
to delegate their trust to these 
people. 

Distrust in / Distrust through 

13 

Technology provides more 
tools to check what happens 
inside the ballot box (multiple 
voting, verification, open code, 
…), and that helps to rely on it. 

Trust in 

14 

Clearly communicating how 
problems are addressed, such 
as decryption failures, and 
demonstrating preparedness 
for contingencies can improve 
confidence in the system. 

Trust in 

15 

Although technology is secure 
and protocols are established, 
the human factor (failure, 
corruption) remains the main 
threat to internet voting. 

Distrust in 

34 Internet Policy Review 15(4) | 2026



# STATEMENT IDEAL TYPE 

16 

Election organisers are 
sufficiently trained to 
understand the internal 
architecture of the technology 
provided by the company 
building the internet voting 
system. 

Trust in 

17 

Political parties base their 
positions on internet voting 
on whether they perceive it as 
benefiting or harming them 
electorally. 

Distrust through 

18 

Those who are in power can 
manipulate the system, 
undermining democracy and 
eroding trust in the voting 
process. 

Distrust through 

19 

There is a significant group of 
people openly opposed to 
internet voting, driven by a 
general distrust in the state 
and government, as well as 
political motivations. 

Distrust through 

20 

Experts' scepticism and 
concerns about the technology 
should be taken into account, 
but it is essential to avoid 
exaggerating problems and 
making them appear bigger 
than they are. 

Trust in 

21 

People with deep knowledge 
of IT tend to be the most 
critical of internet voting, and 
their mistrust primarily comes 
from understanding how the 
system works or fails to work. 

Distrust in 

22 
People use internet voting 
because it is more convenient 
than paper voting. 

Trust in 

23 

Journalists do not cover 
concerns and criticism about 
internet voting, contributing 
to the perception that 
everyone supports it in 
Estonia. 

Distrust through 

24 Fake news appear cause Distrust through 
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# STATEMENT IDEAL TYPE 

internet voting is difficult to 
understand, and critics use 
those unverifiable elements to 
pollute the public debate. 

25 

Having an active public 
debate and media coverage of 
internet voting in Estonia 
would build trust and 
generate more discussion. 

Trust through 

26 
e-Estonia propaganda is also 
fake news, trying to build trust 
in the internet voting. 

Distrust through 

27 

The system is audited by 
external institutions/
companies, and it is not easily 
accessible and understandable 
to the general public. 

Trust in / Distrust in 

28 

Cyberattacks on internet 
voting happen very often, but 
the state is ready to defend 
against them, including 
firewalls and measures against 
DDoS attacks. 

Trust in 

29 

If the website reporting the 
election results is down, it 
negatively impacts public 
perception of the internet 
voting system. 

Distrust in 

30 

Estonians know how to use 
computers to vote and 
smartphones to verify their 
votes; we are protected. 

Trust in 

31 

We can totally trust the 
informaticians and the 
company producing the 
internet voting technology. 

Trust in 

32 

Tracking digital ballot boxes is 
easy and efficient. There are 
many ways to detect that 
something has happened 
thanks to technology. 

Trust in 

33 

Trust builds upon experience. 
And not failing is the very 
basis of that; if you don't fail 
for many years, then the 

Trust in 
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public trust will increase. 

34 

Habit builds trust. Estonians 
are used to doing everything 
online, so they do not 
question internet voting. It is 
just one more thing. 

Trust in 

35 

Verifying your vote on a 
smartphone gives you the 
peace of mind that, even if the 
voter application is tricked, 
you can detect it. 

Trust in 

36 

I think too many people are 
voting online. I would feel 
safer if fewer people voted 
online and more on paper. 

Distrust in 
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