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Abstract and Keywords
For decades, scholarly inquiry into political trust has been motivated by concerns about
declining levels of public trust in politics. Because political trust is considered a neces
sary precondition for democratic rule, a decline in trust is thought to fundamentally chal
lenge the quality of representative democracy.
Fundamentally, political trust can be understood as citizens’ support for political institu
tions such as government and parliament in the face of uncertainty about or vulnerability
to the actions of these institutions. While political trust is conventionally treated as a prodemocratic value, its absence is not evidently detrimental to democracy. Rather, skepti
cism stimulates political engagement and signals a willingness to judge political institu
tions by their own merits.
In cross-national comparisons political trust is consistently highest in countries that are
not considered liberal democracies. Within the set of liberal democracies, the Nordic
countries tend to have the highest trust rates, while the former communist countries in
Central and Eastern Europe have the lowest. Despite evidence that political trust declines
in many longstanding democracies in the 1960s and 1970s, the last few decades are char
acterized by trendless fluctuations in most countries.
While scholars have made great headway in understanding the sources of political trust—
most notably corruption, procedural fairness, (economic) performance, inclusive institu
tions, and socialization—this article argues that knowledge about its consequences has
remained remarkably scarce.
Keywords: political trust, confidence, procedural fairness, political support, trust in government

The Narrative of the Political Trust Crisis
In their 1975 report “The Crisis of Democracy” to the Trilateral Committee, Michel Crozi
er, Samuel Huntington, and Joji Watanuki set off a debate on what they called “the in
creasing delegitimation of authority”: “In most of the Trilateral countries in the past
decade there has been a decline in the confidence and trust which the people have in gov
ernment, in their leaders” (Crozier et al., 1975, p. 162). These authors warned about the
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consequences from the rise of an anomic democracy: “Dissatisfaction with and lack of
confidence in the functioning of the institutions of democratic government have thus now
become widespread in Trilateral countries. Yet with all this dissatisfaction, no significant
support has yet developed for any alternative image of how to organize the politics of a
highly industrialized society. (…) What is in short supply in democratic societies today is
thus not consensus on the rules of the game but a sense of purpose as to what one should
achieve by playing the game” (Crozier et al., 1975, pp. 158–159).
Crozier, Huntington, and Watanuki were not the only ones in the mid-1970s suggesting an
erosion of political trust. Nor were they the only ones relating trends in political trust to a
broader systemic crisis of representative democracy in the Western world. Their narra
tive implicitly or explicitly motivated scholarly research for the next few decades (Citrin
& Luks, 2001, p. 25) and appealed to politicians and opinion makers across the globe. The
dominant view was that a high level of public trust in democratic governance and its insti
tutions is integral to the functioning of democracy itself (Almond & Verba, 1963).
In many ways these concerns still echo to this day, as leading opinion makers and public
officials are adamant that representative democracy is facing a crisis (Zmerli & Van der
Meer, 2016). In January 2013, 40 years after the formation of the Trilateral Commission,
Foreign Affairs signaled “widespread democratic malaise.” In December 2014, Juncker,
the president of the European Committee, considered the “public negativity about politics
and politicians, the resentment” as the biggest problem facing the European Union (Volk
skrant, December 27, 2014). In the 40 years between the report and this review, the idea
of a pervasive crisis in political trust has motivated prime ministers in countries as varied
as Japan (Takeo Miki, 1974), the Netherlands (Jan Peter Balkenende, 2002), and the Unit
ed Kingdom (David Cameron, 2010) to pledge to “restore” or “rebuild” the public trust in
politics.
The narrative of a political trust crisis that leads into or signals a crisis of representative
democracy is rooted in decades of scholarly debate (see Thomassen, 2015). Understood to
be integral to the functioning of democracy, low and declining trust presumably has di
rect and severe consequences for the quality and stability of representative democracy,
its institutions, and its actors. Dalton (2004, p. 157) writes about the supposed trends of
increasing political distrust: “There are legitimate reasons to worry that such trends may
erode the vitality of democracy, or eventually may undermine the democratic process it
self. Indeed, the history of democracies seems to be punctuated by political analysts rais
ing such concerns, even before there were public opinion surveys to provide supporting
evidence.” At worst, a political trust crisis would invoke a full-fledged crisis of representa
tive democracy by undermining the stability of the regime. At best, it would signal struc
tural challenges that require transformation of democracy’s institutions and procedures.
These concerns were raised prominently in the light of countries’ transitions to democra
cy, where public trust would be required to bolster the regime’s legitimacy even if it was
faced with setbacks. Indeed, the relevance of political trust was first raised in the light of
the Second Wave of democratization after 1945 (Almond & Verba, 1963) and regained
prominence after the Third Wave of democratization in the 1970s (Southern Europe),
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1980s (Latin America and Southeast Asia), and 1990s (Central and Eastern Europe) (e.g.,
Mishler & Rose, 1997).
Much research on political trust has been implicitly or explicitly framed to touch on the
narrative of the political trust crisis. Yet this narrative has also been challenged. Scholars
have debated the relevance of political trust on a more conceptual level, argued about the
correct interpretation of longitudinal trends and cross-national differences, discussed the
societal and political roots of political trust, and studied its consequences. These debates
and discussions have been valuable, bringing focus to the scholarly understanding of po
litical trust and pushing the boundaries of our knowledge.

Three Variants of the Overarching Narrative
Analytically, we can distinguish between three variants of the overarching narrative that
relates political trust crises to more general crises in democracy.
The first finds its origin in the 1970s, arguing that the very survival of democratic
regimes or communities is at stake if political trust is low. “A democratic political system
cannot survive for long without the support of a majority of its citizens” (Miller, 1974, p.
951). The expectation was formulated in times when political scientists were mainly con
cerned with the stability of democratic regimes. Although formulated less explicitly nowa
days, allusions to the risk that representative democracy may not survive a trust crisis
continue to be made in scholarly and public debates. This is most notable in the literature
on new and transition democracies, where trust is required “to bolster regimes through
economic crisis or external shocks” (Norris, 1999, p. 2) in the face of ongoing public sup
port for alternatives to representative democracy.
However, since the 1990s scholars have increasingly realized that high levels of support
for democratic principles and even the democratic performance of regime itself have
gone hand in hand with low levels of trust in the institutions and actors that function in
that regime. The crisis of democracy predicted in the 1970s had not occurred. Instead, it
was argued, representative democracy itself need not be under threat in the face of low
or declining political trust, but can rather undergo “far reaching systemic change within
the general category of representative democracies” (Klingemann & Fuchs, 1995, p. 7).
Major institutional reconfigurations happened quite often. Consider, for instance, the
French transition from the Fourth to the Fifth republic, the implosion of the Italian party
system in the 1990s, the shift from majoritarian to proportional institutions in New
Zealand, and the realignment of the Dutch party system after 2002. Representative
democracy is inherently responsive to challenges such as political trust crises: through
democratic institutions critical citizens have able to reinvigorate representative democra
cy. “Instead of posing a challenge to democratic ideals, changing levels of political sup
port are affecting the style of democratic politics” (Dalton, 2004, p. 200).
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Finally, a third, more modest claim in the literature argues that low and declining levels
of political trust do not necessarily cause a crisis of representative democracy and/or its
institutions, but rather reflect democratic malaise like the canary in the coal mine that
warns against gas leaks (Norris, 2011).

Four Fields of Interest
Much research on political trust touches on its supposed relevance to the stability of rep
resentative democracy. The overarching narrative can be broken down analytically in four
topics of debate. The first deals with the conceptual nature of political trust. The second
topic is descriptive, focusing on the longitudinal trends and cross-national differences in
political trust empirically. The third topic of debate has revolved around the individual
and contextual causes of political trust. The fourth topic is about the consequences of po
litical trust at the micro, meso, and macro levels. Yet, surprisingly, this is the one that is
the least developed empirically.
The remainder of this contribution deals with each of these four topics—conceptual, de
scriptive, determinants, and consequences—in relation to the overarching debate.

Conceptualizing Political Trust
Political Trust and Political Support
While I primarily use the term political trust in this article, many equivalents are used
throughout the literature, including trust in government and confidence in political insti
tutions. While we may distinguish conceptually between trust and confidence, empirically
the two are hardly separable.
The relevance of political trust for representative democracy lies in the three ways in
which trust has been distinguished from the more general concept of political support.
First, in Easton’s conventional distinction between specific and diffuse support, political
trust is characterized as a typical expression of diffuse support (Easton, 1975, p. 447).
Whereas specific support is content-dependent and relies on evaluations of output, dif
fuse support is more affective and does not depend on short-term satisfaction with specif
ic outputs. According to Easton (1975, p. 447), “the presence of trust would mean that
members would feel that their own interests would be attended to, even if the authorities
were exposed to little supervision or scrutiny.” Yet, subsequent authors have applied the
distinction between specific and diffuse support to discuss the level of abstraction of the
objects, with political actors the most specific and democratic values as the most diffuse
(e.g., Norris, 1999, 2011).
Second, political trust is considered to have a specific set of objects (Norris, 1999, 2011),
most notably the regime’s political institutions (especially parliament and government)
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and the regime’s procedures (such as procedural rules). On the one hand, the definition
of political trust by its objects excludes more abstract objects such as the community and
democratic principles that are conventionally less contested and volatile. On the other
hand, it also excludes the individual political actors that populate the institutions and the
individual policies that are the output: actors and policies should not directly concern the
stability of the regime and its institutions as long as citizens are enabled institutionally to
“throw the rascals out.” Conceptually, political trust thus concerns the objects—institu
tions, procedures—that link overarching democratic principles to the everyday actors and
policies (see Figure 1). Although conceptually distinct, empirically scholars find that polit
ical trust is related to support for principles as well as support for political actors.
The third unique feature of political trust compared to the more general label of political
support is the relational and situational aspect that is inherent in trust. Trust relationship
are defined by the subject’s degree of uncertainty and/or vulnerability about the future
behavior of the object. Whereas support could also be expressed when one is perfectly
certain about the outcomes or when the outcomes do not matter at all to the subject,
trust is primarily relevant in times of uncertainty about the outcomes. The subject of po
litical trust (the truster) is in one way or another vulnerable to the actions of the object
(the trustee). The larger the risk, the more difficult it is to trust, yet the more relevant
trust relationships are to prevent the constant, costly monitoring of government.
Trust is thus a relational concept that links the subject (who trusts) to the object (that is
trusted). Indeed, we do not commonly argue that person A trusts without reference to a
trust object. In daily use, trust is also conditional: expressed or withheld with reference to
specific (type of) actions or environments. Trust is therefore expressed as “A trusts B to
do X” (Hardin, 2000, p. 26).

Political Trust as a Relation
In this rational and relational approach, political trust has an evaluative character. What
is being evaluated is a question that has driven scholars in the field for decades. In the
evaluative approach, we can distinguish between four elements of trust: (a) trust in the
object’s competence to act in the subject’s interest, (b) trust that the object is benign to
the subject, (c) trust that the commitment of the object can be enforced by the subject or
that the object can otherwise be held accountable, and (d) trust that the behavior of the
object is predictable. Whether and how these elements can be applied to trust in political
institutions and democratic procedures has been a matter of debate. It is difficult to ar
gue that one can evaluate the nature or commitment of an impersonal institution in the
same way as one evaluates the nature or commitment of persons such as one’s peers. Yet,
indirectly, one can evaluate how institutions and procedures stimulate or constrain the
persons that operate within them vis-à-vis the electorate: their competence (strong per
formance), care (proportionality, minority rights), enforceable commitment (accountabili
ty), and predictability (stability of regime institutions and actors; reliability of policy out
comes).
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Figure 1. A conceptual map of political trust.

Trust, Skepticism, and Democracy
Whereas trust reflects the positive evaluation by the subjects of specific objects in a situa
tion of uncertainty or vulnerability, the absence of trust should not simply be equated to
the presence of distrust. A crucial middle category is made up by the category of skepti
cism, the attitude to suspend judgment awaiting additional information. Political cyni
cism, by contrast, is the attitude that assumes the worst of the nature of political objects
(actors, institutions) as reflected in their perceived incompetence and selfishness.
Although political trust is often thought to be a desirable or even necessary democratic
quality, vibrant democracies do not simply require political trust regardless of object and
circumstances. While political trust would be desirable from an administrative point of
view in democracies and non-democracies alike (as it implies a voluntary compliance to
the law and stimulates the smooth top-down implementation of policies), from a liberal
democratic perspective one would call for vigilant skepticism to keep citizens engaged
and to monitor the actions of government.
Surely it is hard to imagine representative democracy if democratic principles and values
are not deeply embedded in society. However, support for these democratic principles
should not devolve into blind trust in the performance or institutions, let alone uncondi
tional support for the officeholders. Lack of political trust need not be detrimental to rep
resentative democracy. Scholars have used labels such as skeptical, critical, vigilant, and
assertive to describe non-trusting citizens who nevertheless strengthen democracy, if on
ly because their lack of trust stimulates engagement: “Democracy requires trust but also
presupposes an active and vigilant citizenry with a healthy skepticism of government and
a willingness, should the need arise, to suspend trust and assert control over government
—at a minimum by replacing the government of the day” (Mishler & Rose, 1997, p. 419).

The Reflection of Conceptual Considerations in Methods of Data Col
lection
Evidently, the conceptual fine-tuning of political trust is not necessarily reflected in the
outcomes of empirical research on citizens’ understanding of political trust. In daily use,
trust has remained a rather vague concept, which affects the setup and outcomes of em
pirical studies. Most empirical knowledge on political trust is derived from survey re
search. Many of the above-mentioned conceptual distinctions are not adopted in survey
designs or in respondents’ answers. Typically, surveys tend to pose questions about the
positive attitude (political trust). This is either compared to the absence of trust (i.e., mis
trust) or compared to the negative attitude (i.e., distrust), but not to both. The former
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conflates skepticism and distrust, whereas the latter tends to overlook the potential mid
dle ground of skepticism.
Similarly, despite conceptual distinctions between various objects of political trust, empir
ically the reported trust in various political institutions—parliament and government, po
lice and the justice system—is strongly interrelated. While the levels of trust may differ at
the aggregate level, many citizens do not make a strong distinction between various polit
ical institutions. Hence, political trust may not be as object-specific as the more evalua
tive approaches in the literature heuristically assume. Indeed, in recent years various
scholars have used advanced statistical methods to prove that trust in a wide range of po
litical and even civic institutions can empirically be reduced to a single underlying factor,
without losing much information in the process.

Political Trust Across the Globe
Figure 2 provides an overview of political trust (here defined as trust in government and
trust in parliament) across the globe, based on the World Values Survey (WVS) of 2010–
2014. What stands out first and foremost is that political trust is highest in illiberal
regimes such as Uzbekistan, China, Azerbaijan, Qatar, Singapore, and Malaysia. These
high scores are a consistent finding; nevertheless, it is unclear what they mean. They may
be caused by methodological fallacies, such as an invalid measurement instrument (e.g.,
due to respondents’ fear to respond critically) or inequivalent meaning (see Shi, 2014, for
a discussion). Or they may be caused by theoretical reasons, such as stronger feelings of
loyalty (“allegiance”) to the regime (see Welzel & Dalton, 2015).
Political trust is relatively low in established democracies: in most of them only a minority
of the respondents tends to trust parliament and/or government. In Figure 2, Sweden and
Germany are exceptions. As Figure 3 suggests, the high trust rate in Sweden is quite typi
cal for the other Nordic countries (Denmark, Norway, Finland), just as the low trust rates
in Poland, Romania, and Slovenia are rather typical for the post-communist countries in
Central and Eastern Europe.
It is important to note, however, that the measurement of political trust rates depends
strongly on the specific formulation of the question and the number and type of cate
gories offered. Longitudinal trends and cross-national rankings are therefore more impor
tant sources of information than the absolute percentage in a single country.
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Figure 2. Political trust across the globe, WVS,
2010–2014.
Source: World Values Survey 2010–2014.

Yet even the cross-national ranking ought to be taken with a grain of salt, as political
trust rates tend to be quite volatile across time. In Western countries, political trust fluc
tuates within margins around a relatively stable mean. Yet these fluctuations do affect the
ranking of countries described in Figure 2. This is well illustrated by Figure 3, where the
left panel reflects political trust rates in Europe according to the WVS 2005–2009 and the
right panel reflects political trust rates according to the European Values Survey (EVS)
2007–2009. Both surveys pose the same trust questions and ran rather concurrently, yet
the trust rates differ. In the WVS political trust is lower in Germany than in the United
Kingdom and lower in Sweden than in Finland, but that is inversed in the EVS. Countries
such as the Netherlands, France, and Russia score higher on political trust in the EVS
than in the WVS, whereas that is inversed in Ukraine and Bulgaria. This reflects at least
in part the specific timing of the fieldwork in the two surveys.

Figure 3. Political trust in Europe, 2005–2009, WVS
and EVS.

Trends in Established Democracies
General Trends
The rising concern across the West about supposed decline in political trust in the 1970
coincided with two phenomena. First, representative democracy experienced a backlash
in the West, ranging from the shootings of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, and
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Robert Kennedy in the 1960s and the Watergate scandal in the 1970s to the resurgence of
authoritarianism in Southern Europe. Second, the student revolts of the late 1960s chal
lenged political and societal authorities, and with them the traditional setup of democrat
ic rule.
Since then, there has been more or less uninterrupted debate about the trends in political
trust. As more and longer time series data became available in the 1990s, the debate be
gan to focus primarily on the nature of these trends. How should the changes in political
trust be understood?
Many have argued that the trends in political trust represent a structural decline. Yet oth
ers suggest that political trust predominantly fluctuates in response to recurrent events
of varying length and intensity: there are multiple short-term declines from which democ
racies tend to recover. The debate is still undecided to this day, depending on both the ob
ject of trust and the length of the time series.
When we break the debate down along these lines, we find that public support for democ
ratic principles has remained very high throughout the years. Similarly, the satisfaction
with the way democracy functions has increased in many European countries since the
1970s. Even though various surveys report an undercurrent of support for technocratic
rule or for strong leaders, the same respondents also call for more direct democracy. Sup
port for these alternate modes of government thus need not be seen as undemocratic.
Rather, as John Hibbing and Elizabeth Theiss-Morse (2002) suggest in Stealth
Democracy, it may instead reflect support for a democratic model in which citizens leave
politics to strong leadership who are expected to act in the public interest but can be
overruled by the public when need be.
The trends in political trust show stronger fluctuations over time. These fluctuations
make it more difficult to assess whether the long-term trend is stable or reflects a slow
but fundamental decline. One could make the case that trust has declined in the long run,
that is, since the 1950s or the 1970s in many Western countries. Dalton (2004) argues
that there has been such a decline, even though it set in at different points in time in dif
ferent countries. On the other hand, Norris (2011) argues that there has been no evi
dence for a structural downward trend in political trust since the 1990s.

North America
The United States stands out as an example of a country that has experienced a sharp de
cline in the decades since the Second World War. Trust in government declined sharply in
the United States between 1958 (the Eisenhower presidency) and 1980 (the Carter presi
dency), when trust rates were more than cut in half (from above 70% to below 30%) ac
cording to the rolling averages computed by the Pew Research Center, based on a range
of surveys and polls (see Figure 4). But while trust in government has fluctuated wildly
since then (booming during the Reagan presidency, at the end of the Clinton presidency,
and after 9/11), it no longer reflected a structural downward trend (see Citrin & Luks,
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2001; Dalton, 2004). Canada experienced a less outspoken but visible decline in political
trust between the 1960s and the early 1990s.

Figure 4. Trust in government in the United States,
1958–2014.
(Source: Pew Research Center)

Western and Southern Europe
Unfortunately, in the established democracies of Western and Southern Europe, such
long-term trends are based on a scarcity of data with often many gaps or rather indirect
measures of political trust. Any decline in political trust must have taken place predomi
nantly during the 1960s and 1970s before leveling off in the 1990s and 2000s. Levels of
trust have traditionally been highest in the Nordic countries, followed by the rest of
Northwestern Europe. These countries share relatively long democratic traditions and
low levels of corruption. Levels of trust are lower in Southern Europe, where many coun
tries deal with the legacies of authoritarianism and/or widespread clientelism. These re
gional differences grew when the Southern European democracies were hit especially
hard by the recession and the subsequent austerity policies after 2007: trust in govern
ment and satisfaction with democracy declined by more than 25 percentage points in
Southern Europe, whereas they showed trendless fluctuations in the North according to
the Eurobarometer data.

The Great Recession
The great recession that hit the West after 2007 is a particularly intriguing event in the
study of political trust. It has led to a range of new studies that investigate the recession’s
effects on political trust. Especially in Europe, the recession invoked a sharp and rather
long-lasting decline in political trust rates. Political trust dove more sharply in those
countries that were hit most harshly by the economic downturn, most notably in Greece
and Spain (Armingeon & Guthmann, 2014). The recession eroded not only trust in politi
cal institutions but also (in most countries to a slightly lesser extent) satisfaction with the
way democracy functions.
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The recession as an economic downturn coincided in Europe with various political and
leadership crises (on international solidarity), repeated concerns with the breakdown of
the European monetary union, and the implementation of austerity policies in countries
like Ireland, Portugal, Italy, and Greece. It is hard to separate the impact of the economic
downturn itself from the subsequent political response analytically. Nevertheless, the de
cline in political trust after the onset of the great recession is statistically explained by
the downturn on three macroeconomic indicators (growth, unemployment rates, and to a
lesser extent inflation) and does not require additional explanations (Van Erkel & Van der
Meer, 2015).

Diverging Trends
In the 1990s various scholars noted the diverging trends of support for general democrat
ic principles, on the one hand, and trust in political institutions, on the other (see Kaase &
Newton, 1995; Klingemann & Fuchs, 1995). This combination of relatively high and stable
support for democratic principles and the functioning of democracy and fluctuating or
even declining trust in political institutions such as government and parliament suggests
the rise of the critical citizen. Inglehart’s (1997) concept of postmaterialism offers an ex
planation for this slow change, as older cohorts are replaced by younger generations of
citizens who are imbued with democratic principles but skeptical or even wary of authori
ties.
The narrative of an ongoing crisis in political trust in established democracies therefore
remains contested. In recent decades high levels of support for democratic principles
have coincided with low levels of trust in the political institutions. At least to date, these
low trust rates have not spilled over into undermining support for the regime itself. More
over, while relatively low, political trust has not been in structural decline in recent
decades. Rather, trust rates responded to the behavior, (macroeconomic) performance,
and scandals around those in power.

Political Trust in Other Regions of the Globe
While much of our understanding of determinants of political trust is based on estab
lished democracies in North America and Western Europe, in recent decades scholars
have been able to study other regions more systematically (see Zmerli & Van der Meer,
2016). This has revealed remarkable parallels and differences.
The primary narrative in analyses of political trust in Central and Eastern Europe, mean
while, has been about the transition from communism to liberal democracy after 1989
(Mishler & Rose, 1997). While political trust was close to the levels of established democ
racies at the outset—described as the so-called “honeymoon effect”—it declined slowly
during the 1990s and 2000s. This decline seems to have bottomed out since. Remarkably,
as Figures 2 and 3 show, trust is higher in partial and non-democracies than in the new
democracies of Central and Eastern Europe. According to the data of the European Val
ues Survey 2007–2009, the countries with the highest trust rates in the region are Azer
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baijan, Belarus, and Russia; Azerbaijan ranks highest on the continent. We can speculate
on the reasons for this gap. Political trust may not have an equivalent meaning in nondemocracies. It might be more difficult for survey research to tap validly into the attitude
of citizens in non-democracies. Or the sources of political trust may simply be different in
full democracies than in non-democracies: trust may be less the result of procedural fair
ness than of social stability, cultural conservatism, and political rigor.
Democracies in Latin America appear to be consolidating after a long history of aborted
transitions and authoritarian rule. Over the last decades the region has provided fertile
ground for new studies on political trust. Trust in government specifically has shown an
upward trend in recent years, thereby narrowing the gap. Moreover, the comprehensive
analysis by Bargsted, Somma, and Castillo (2016) shows that within-country fluctuations
in political trust in Latin America correspond to changes in political performance, similar
to what occurs in the established democracies of Western Europe and North America. Yet,
simultaneously, Latin America has unique features: political trust is boosted when govern
ment takes a distinct left turn, as happened recurrently in the last decades.
Welzel and Dalton (2015) show that the new democracies of Latin America and post-com
munist democracies of Central and Eastern Europe are characterized by a political cul
ture of low citizen allegiance, that is, “orientations that tie citizens loyally to their society
and its institutional order” (p. 291). This makes them most distinct from three other re
gions—South and East Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, and the Arab region—that by contrast
score high on citizens’ allegiance to the state and its institutions. This implies that politi
cal trust in the latter regions is an expression of loyalty rather than skepticism.
South and East Asia are particularly interesting regions in which to study political trust,
as they cover democracies, authoritarian regimes, and hybrid systems. Two fundamental
points of contention are whether political trust has the same meaning in such diverse sys
tems, and, if so, whether it can be measured in a valid and reliable way in less democratic
systems (see Shi, 2014, pp. 239–245). Political trust rates were higher in well-performing
authoritarian regimes than in the democratic regimes of the region (Park, 2016). Yet the
standards seem to differ. Authoritarian regimes are judged mainly on their (economic)
performance, whereas democratic regimes are evaluated on the basis of democratic prin
ciples. This suggests that maintaining high levels of trust in non-democratic societies de
pends on continuous economic growth. By contrast, perceptions of corruption strongly
and consistently undermine political trust in democratic regimes in East Asia (Chang &
Chu, 2006), similar to the established democracies in North America and Western Europe.
Africa and the Arab region, finally, have remained the most understudied regions in the
world when it comes to trust research. Evidently, data limitations have been the main cul
prit. Nevertheless, this oversight is surprising from a theoretical point of view, given the
fundamental and divergent events that occurred across both regions. The Arab Spring re
volts are just one of many recent examples. Hutchison and Johnson (2016) show that es
pecially sub-Saharan African countries face stiff challenges to obtain and retain political
trust: political trust is warranted when regimes are able to support state integrity
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(against external threats, and when there is an efficient government to tax its citizenry).
These demands are more basic than the demands for economic performance and good
governance that governments have to meet in representative democracies. Yet Hutchison
and Johnson also show that despite these important contextual differences, citizens in
African countries are not dissimilar to citizens in more traditional democracies: to the ex
tent that there is an African exceptionalism, it is due to context and not due to the citi
zens themselves.
All in all, representative democracies across the globe face a similar combination of rela
tively high support for democracy and relatively low levels of trust in political institutions.
Yet to the extent that time series data have been available for a longer time span, there is
only evidence for a slow decline of political trust in the former communist countries of
Central and Eastern Europe in recent decades.

Determinants of Political Trust
The most extensive subfield in the political trust literature focuses on its determinants.
The breadth and depth of this vast subfield cannot easily be summarized in a single arti
cle (for a more extensive overview, see Zmerli & Van der Meer, 2016). It covers studies on
the micro level (individuals), meso level (organizations), and macro level (countries). Re
search examines subject characteristics (i.e., the truster) and object characteristics (i.e.,
the trusted political objects) to explain the trust relationship. In recent years these vari
ous approaches have become increasingly integrated, in line with the idea that political
trust is conceptually a relationship characteristic between subject and object. The trustas-evaluation approach is moving beyond the focus on effects toward modeling mecha
nisms that ought to explain these effects.
To the extent that political trust is indeed an evaluation of the object by the subject, there
is a missing link. That missing link is the benchmark or standard to which politics is held.
This benchmark may be induced by subjective or shared values, by comparisons to other
communities/countries, or by expectations raised from past performance. Widespread
corruption is more likely to undermine political trust among those who more strongly val
ue a neutral government. Low expectations are likely to boost evaluations. The relevance
of benchmarks and standards is only rarely taken up in the literature on political trust.
However, that does not mean they are not present implicitly. Cross-national studies on de
terminants of political trust, for instance, implicitly assume that trust is the result of a
comparison to other countries (or at least to a cross-nationally equivalent standard). Simi
larly, longitudinal studies implicitly assume that trust is the result of a historical compari
son (or held to a longitudinally equivalent standard). This may explain why cross-section
al and longitudinal studies sometimes reach different conclusions.
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Corruption and Perceptions of Fairness
In many ways corrupt practices are antithetical to political trust. Widespread corruption
undermines efficiency and effectiveness. It implies an absence of moral scruples. It
thrives on an institutionalized lack of accountability. And corruption invokes uncertainty
and inequality both at the macro level (policies that are agreed upon by government) and
at the micro level (the implementation of these policies in daily life). As such, corruption
is the epitome of bad-quality government.
It is therefore not surprising that corruption is the major explanation of cross-national dif
ferences in political trust. Trust rates are substantially lower in countries where corrup
tion is high. This negative effect of corruption differs with citizens’ level of education:
Hakhverdian and Mayne (2012) find that corruption strongly undermines political trust
among the most educated but does not have a significant effect among the lowest educat
ed.
Within countries, citizens’ experiences with and perceptions of corruption are also closely
related to political distrust. Those who have had to pay bribes to the justice system, who
perceive government as corrupt, or who perceive government as incapable as dealing
with corruption are more likely to distrust politics. Uslaner (2016) provides an overview
of the effects of corruption perceptions and experiences across a wide variety of regions
and—democratic and non-democratic—regimes across the globe, concluding that the rela
tionship between corruption and distrust tends to be universal.
The quality of government is also assessed via (perceptions of) procedural fairness. Di
rect interactions with decision-makers or civil servants are relevant for political trust.
This is not simply because citizens are affected by the outcomes of these interactions, but
also because the fairness of the process affects citizens’ willingness to accept decisions
and ultimately trust politics. Grimes (2016) provides an overview of this booming litera
ture, showing that the quality of government matters. One element of this procedural fair
ness, however, may be a double-edged sword. While transparency is an important democ
ratic value in itself, it does not have an unconditional positive effect on political trust: it is
inherent to transparency that it also brings to light the shortcomings of the political sys
tem.
All in all, corruption and procedural fairness are consistent explanations of political trust,
in both cross-sectional and longitudinal studies.

Macroeconomic Performance
Governmental performance has long been considered a relevant cause of political trust.
Surprisingly, though, empirical analyses largely restricted themselves to one specific set
of performance indicators, namely macroeconomic outcomes. Surely, macroeconomic per
formance is a consistently salient issue among citizens. Yet while governments are held
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accountable for the state of the economy by their citizens, their options to affect macro
economic outcomes via national policies have steadily declined over the last few decades.
While subjective perceptions of macroeconomic outcomes are consistently related to polit
ical trust at the micro level and political trust fluctuates parallel to consumer confidence
at the macro level, scholars have not been able to find consistent effects objective
macroeconomic outcomes on political trust. Regardless of the macroeconomic perfor
mance indicator under study, findings have remained mixed at best. Some find significant
effects, others find none, or even see evidence for inverse effects.
There are various reasons for the disparity of findings. First, while cluster correction and
multilevel models have become common over the last decade, earlier studies often relied
on less strict methodological designs that underestimated standard errors or conflated in
dividual and contextual effects. Second, corruption is a major rival explanation of crossnational differences in political trust. Indeed, studies that employ a cross-national, multi
level design and simultaneously take corruption into account find no effect of macroeco
nomic performance on political trust (Van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2016).
But that does not hold for studies that make a longitudinal comparison: recent evidence
suggests that it does explain its longitudinal fluctuations (Bargsted et al., 2016; Van Erkel
& Van der Meer, 2015). This would imply that performance matters mainly with reference
to historical expectations rather than to a cross-national comparison. Economic perfor
mance is not the cork that keeps trust afloat, but rather the tide on which it floats.

Electoral Institutions
Besides the quality of government procedures and the quality of governmental output,
scholars have studied the role that democratic input institutions play in boosting political
trust. The debate positions representation and proportionalism against accountability and
majoritarianism. While both representative and accountable government are likely to ben
efit political trust from a theoretical point of view, electoral institutions tend to emphasize
one over the other. Nationwide, proportional party-list systems allow political minorities
to be represented in parliaments relatively smoothly, but tend to stimulate coalition gov
ernment because political power is not concentrated in the party that holds a plurality of
the votes. By contrast, first-past-the-post district systems tend to stimulate single-party
government and thereby assign political accountabilities more clearly. However, political
minorities—at least those who are not geographically clustered—are much less likely to
be represented in parliament, let alone proportional to their electoral size.
Both proportionalism and majoritarianism are thus likely to boost political trust theoreti
cally. Empirically, the debate is quite unresolved. Some studies find evidence that political
trust is higher in countries with more proportional systems, other studies that proportion
ality is detrimental to political trust, while a third group of studies finds no significant re
lationship at all. Ultimately, evidence for all remains rather weak.
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Marien (2011) proposed a particularly intriguing way out of the theoretical and empirical
deadlock. She argues that political trust should be highest in the most proportional and
the most disproportional systems compared to those systems with more muddled elec
toral rules. She finds supporting evidence for such a curvilinear effect in a comparison of
European democracies. Although the effect is robust to the inclusion of various other con
textual explanations, the interpretation of the curvilinear effect remains a matter of de
bate as the analysis contains only two truly disproportional countries: France and the
United Kingdom.
Proportionalism and majoritarianism affect not only the average level of political trust but
also its association with other factors. Emphasizing inclusiveness, Anderson and Guillory
(1997) show that winning and losing elections matters more in countries with dispropor
tional systems, as the largest party tends to obtain a full majority. Consequently, the gap
in political trust between electoral winners (those who voted for subsequently governing
parties) and losers (those who voted for subsequently non-governing parties) is larger in
more disproportional systems. Emphasizing accountability, economic evaluations tend to
have a stronger impact on political trust in majoritarian countries, where political respon
sibilities are more clearly attributed.
Finally, the organization and occurrence of elections tends to boost political trust for a
short while. Elections prime democratic values and illustrate democratic practices such
as accountability and peaceful transitions. Moreover, afterward new governments tend to
start with a somewhat cleaner slate. Election outcomes affect voters differently: political
trust is boosted among those groups of voters that voted for a party that won the elec
tions and/or obtained governmental power and is decreased among those voters that did
not. It is no surprise, therefore, that they boost trust and efficacy. Similarly, internal and
external efficacy as well as political trust are higher in those U.S. regions and Swiss can
tons that commonly host referenda.

Political Socialization
Other research traditions focus primarily on the nature of the subject as the basis for po
litical trust. Some emphasize political socialization—the agencies through which (young
or new) citizens obtain political values such as schools, families, etc. Especially intriguing
are those socialization theories that interact with characteristics of the object. Here, I dis
tinguish three.
First, various studies emphasize education as an important socializing agency for political
trust. Hakhverdian and Mayne (2012) argue and test the idea that education is both a
source of democratic norms and a resource that enables citizens to acquire factual infor
mation. Their claim is not that education builds political trust but rather that the effect of
level of education reflects the quality of democracy and its institution: the higher educat
ed are more likely to trust politics than the lower educated when the level of corruption is
low, yet they are less likely to trust politics when corruption is widespread.
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Second, recent studies on the relatively high level of political trust among migrants show
that these migrants take their expectations of political performance with them to their
host country (e.g., Adman & Stromblad, 2013). Migrants from less democratic or more
corrupt countries have lower expectations of political performance, resulting in more pos
itive evaluations and higher levels of political trust. This legacy of low expectations fades
away with generation as well as with years of residence in the host country, resulting in
lower levels of political trust close to the mean of the native population.
Third, Inglehart’s (1997) influential theory of postmaterialism offers an explanation for
why support for democratic procedures went up in the last half-century, while trust in po
litical authorities has at best been volatile and at worst declined. It argues that more re
cent cohorts are simultaneously more democratic and less willing to defer to traditional
authorities. This would reflect the lack of economic hardship experienced by more recent
cohorts in their formative years: long stretches of peace and economic growth would al
low cohorts to aim for freedom and self-expression. The idea of postmaterialism regained
prominence in the political trust literature of the 1990s, when authors began to refer to
the rise of critical citizens (e.g., Norris, 1999). Klingemann and Fuchs (1995, pp. 439–
440) pose that after the collapse of communism in Central and Eastern Europe, “[c]itizens
are likely to judge the reality of democracy as they experience it against general democ
ratic values and norms, and through comparison with other Western democracies.” The
rise of postmaterialism thus implies that political trust is replaced by skepticism: political
institutions are increasingly judged on their own merits.
All three of these socialization theories argue that socialization affects the way in which
citizens begin to trust or mistrust politics, i.e., the values or expectations by which they
judge the performance of political institutions and authorities. These may be norms of
good governance, previous experiences with corruption elsewhere, or values of freedom
and self-expression. How political performance is evaluated seems to hinge on these earli
er socialization processes.

Social and Political Trust
Finally, the level of political trust reflects in part the general (dis)trusting nature of indi
vidual citizens.
Those who trust politics are more likely to trust their family, their neighbors, and their
fellow citizens as well (Zmerli & Newton, 2016). Yet the strength of this relationship re
mains a topic of debate. Some refer to a “syndrome of trust” in which trust is basically a
personality characteristic or is shaped by the interplay between state and society. In that
approach, political trust would hardly be object-specific, and a decline in political trust
may reflect a broader decline in optimism, sociability, or interpersonal ties rather than a
specifically political downturn. Zmerli and Newton (2016) argue and show that while
there is a relationship between social and political trust, it should be understood in terms
of a hierarchy: in general, social trust tends to function as a prerequisite for people to
trust political institutions.
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Yet despite the existence of a weak relationship, the trends and explanations of social and
political trust differ. While it partly reflects the undirected trusting nature of the subject,
there are many more defining features to political trust: “The foundations of trust in gov
ernment, then, are largely political in nature” (Citrin & Luks, 2001).

Consequences of Political Trust
The consequences of political trust are surprisingly understudied, even though the rele
vance of political trust to the quality of representative democracy and the stability of its
institutions has been a recurrent theme in the literature since the 1970s. With very few
exceptions, systematic empirical knowledge about these consequences is strikingly ab
sent.
Theoretically, the socio-political consequences of political trust are expected and likely to
play out at different levels of representative democracy. There is considerable research
on the correlates of political trust at the individual level, but very little that pulls them
apart temporally. Even fewer studies have assessed these consequences at the meso (par
ties and party competition) and macro levels (institutions and regime). Methodologically,
while crucial causal tests of any and all such consequences require longitudinal data,
panel analyses, and experimental designs, the few empirical studies on consequences of
political trust have predominantly relied on correlational analyses at one point in time.
There are a few noteworthy exceptions. Hetherington (2005) argues meticulously that po
litical trust affects support for foreign aid and for policies that benefit disadvantaged mi
norities. As political trust declines, he shows, citizens tend to prefer smaller government:
even though their values do not become less liberal, they simply trust government less.
Rudolph and Evans (2005) build on this study by showing that the effects of political trust
on support for government spending is moderated by ideology.

Wrapping Up
The public’s level of political trust has been vigorously debated for years. Starting out
from 1970s concerns that decreased political trust could result in a more fundamental
crisis of representative democracy, our scientific understanding of political trust has pro
gressed immensely.
Despite declining trends between the 1960s and the 1980s (Dalton, 2004), there is little
evidence for a further structural decline in political trust in Western societies in the last
few decades (Norris, 2011). Even in the United States, where political trust declined
sharply in the 1960s and 1970s, trust rates fluctuate wildly but without a structurally
downward trend since the 1970s. In recent decades the developments are better under
stood as a series of recurrent booms and crises in political trust rather than as a steady
decline. Moreover, for decades low levels of trust in political institutions have now gone
hand in hand with relatively high levels of trust in the democratic system and even higher
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levels of support for democratic principles. This suggests that lack of trust in political au
thorities and institutions need not be detrimental to democracy. Rather, mistrust may well
be inherent to vibrant democratic societies, as long as it takes the shape of vigilant skep
ticism rather than numbing cynicism.
Our understanding of the determinants of political trust has probably expanded the most.
Political trust is much more than the outcome of a general pro-social, trusting outlook by
the subjects that trust; it also reflects the qualities of the objects that are trusted. In the
representative democracies of North America, Latin America, Europe, and Oceania, politi
cal trust is high when institutions are clean from corruption, perform well, and are inclu
sive. Scholars are beginning to understand the sources of political trust in quasi- and nondemocracies, which are only partially similar to those in established democracies. The
study of political trust is moving toward integration subject- and object-based explana
tions via a focus on mechanisms, causal pathways, subjective perceptions, and bench
marks.
Yet the biggest gaps in our knowledge are about the institutional and behavioral conse
quences of political trust, high or low. Whether and how political trust crises affect the
stability and quality of democracy remains, 40 years after the report for the Trilateral
Committee, an open empirical question.
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