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1. Introduction  

Political scientists have focussed considerable attention on the concept of political trust and have, as 
a result, devised more rigorous ways of measuring levels of political trust, a clearer understanding of 
what determines a person’s level of trust and many insights into what the implications are of its 
presence or absence for politics and public policy (for excellent overviews of the literature, see Levi 
and Stoker, 2000; Zmerli and Van der Meer, 2017a; Uslaner, 2018). There is growing awareness, 
however, that greater conceptual nuance is needed. Indeed, more recent reviews have qualified 
both the presence of trust and its absence (Citrin and Stoker, 2018; Sniderman 2017; Karmis and 
Rocher, 2018). Trust may be sceptical for example (Norris, 1999, 2011; Dalton and Welzel, 2014), 
and a lack of trust might lead to either a state of mistrust or distrust among citizens (Lenard, 2008; 
Citrin and Stoker, 2018). The concept of trust may thus be more effectively perceived and analysed 
as a family with trust, mistrust and distrust as members. Zmerli and Van der Meer (2017b: 1) neatly 
summarize the consensus about the potential respective roles of trust, mistrust and distrust:   

“Political trust thus functions as the glue that keeps the system together and as the oil that 
lubricates the policy machine. Mistrust, or rather political scepticism, plays an equally 
important role in representative democracy. Critical citizens are more likely to engage in 
political activities and to keep office-holders accountable. When mistrust turns into 
widespread distrust and cynicism, then the quality of democratic representation itself may 
change.” 

The argument is that political trust makes good governance possible. Mistrust, in the right 
measure, supports good governance by driving accountability. Distrust is viewed as a threat to 
good governance, as it risks disengagement and disorder. If these conjectures are correct then 
understanding the mix and trends in the family of trust present in any political system would 
seem to be essential. The concepts themselves demand further investigation. The literature has, 
to date, dominantly focused on the presence or absence of explicit trust. 

There are several puzzles to consider. The idea of a family of trust concepts encourages a more 
nuanced exploration of what different types of trust do and what the impacts of different mixes 
of trust are. Is declining trust, ultimately leading to lack of political trust (not changing levels of 
mistrust or distrust), an issue of concern? The established view is that democracies require a 
reservoir of trust to sustain themselves, especially through periods of crisis and dissatisfaction 
(Easton, 1965; Almond and Verba, 1963). A deficit of trust is seen as likely to weaken policy and 
governance capacity, a theme repeated in many commentaries produced on the coronavirus 
crisis that arrived in the early months of 2020 (Fukuyama, 2020). This perspective is challenged by 
those who argue that low levels of trust are still compatible with the emergence of ‘critical 
citizens’ who can reinvigorate the democratic process through exercising vigilance, framed by a 
commitment to mistrust, granting trust only to those actors who they can verify are trustworthy 
(Norris, 1999, 2011; Dalton and Welzel, 2014). Is it distrust that is most likely to have a negative 
impact on governance, or can distrust be seen as a potential precursor to a radical challenge to a 
polity that discriminates, is unfair and acts in the interests of some but not all? Does a civic 
culture that matches the requirements of good governance require a mix of trust orientations, 
paralleling the idea embedded in Almond and Verba’s (1963) classic argument? Or is another 
formulation more appropriate?   

Recognizing the possibility of a family of trust concepts also shifts focus from the traditional 
binary enquiry into the presence or absence of trust and allows for a more complex study of how 
people move between one state to another – from trust to mistrust, or how trust degenerates 
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into distrust. Might those who lack trust have latent or implicit feelings of trust that could be 
mobilised (Intawan and Nicholson, 2018)? Is it the case that embedded distrust can be replaced 
with an attitude of trust or less fixed mistrust? What factors drive the move to trust, to lack of 
trust or to distrust? What is the basis of these different trust judgements?  

The insight that trust might be a family of concepts rather than one provides new avenues for 
research in the crowded field of trust studies. To test the prospects of this step, we first need to 
establish and clarify the distinctive conceptual features of trust, mistrust and distrust and then 
determine if we can develop survey instruments that effectively capture them. In this paper, we 
set out to do so.  

The research questions driving this paper fall into two parts. First, do our survey instruments 
capture the family of trust concepts? We then develop specific hypotheses about the distinctive 
drivers of trust, mistrust and distrust, and consider evidence for these. Our analysis draws on new 
survey data gathered through the TrustGov project as part of the 7th Wave of the World Values 
Survey (WVS), with surveys conducted in Kyrgyzstan, Nicaragua, the Philippines, Vietnam and 
Tajikistan. We begin by exploring the family of trust concepts, then outline our research design. 
The following section of the paper presents some exploratory analysis. The concluding section 
reflects on whether the empirical results offer support for the construct validity of our survey 
measures and promise in terms of the conceptual and empirical insights generated through this 
conceptual framework.   

2. A family of trust concepts   

The conceptual expansion of the trust family has been a major theme in political theory and 
philosophy in recent decades (Hardin, 2002; 2006; Lenard, 2008; Ulmann-Margait, 2004; 
Krishnamurthy, 2015; O’Neill, 2002, 2018; D’Cruz, 2018, 2019; Bertsou, 2019). Lenard (2008: 313) 
defines mistrust as ‘a cautious attitude towards others; a mistrustful person will approach 
interactions with others with a careful and questioning mindset’ and distrust as ‘a suspicious or 
cynical attitude towards others’. Citrin and Stoker (2018: 50) define mistrust and distrust as follows: 
‘mistrust reflects doubt or skepticism about the trustworthiness of the other, while distrust reflects a 
settled belief that the other is untrustworthy’. Bertsou (2018: 215) defines distrust as ‘as a negative 
attitude held by an individual towards her political system or its institutions and agents’.  Particularly 
valuable is the work of Bertsou (2019) because of her keenness to address a relationship between 
conceptualisation and empirical research. She comments that political trust, (liberal) mistrust and 
distrust need to be understood as distinctive concepts. Specifically, she argues the study of distrust 
‘has been hindered by the overreliance on the concept of trust’ and by too hastily equating distrust 
with low trust or lack of trust. Distrust is not low trust and distrust carries a different set of 
characteristics and functions. We present our definitions and arguments, built on a review of the 
existing literature, in Table 1 which includes a broad definition of each member of the trust family, 
as well as their respective evaluative triggers, associated attitudes and some of the resulting 
behavioural consequences highlighted or hypothesised in the literature. 

The shared formula for the family of trust concepts explored here is that they are, using the jargon 
of philosophers (D’Cruz, 2018), three place formulations – although this is by no means uncontested 
(Faulkner and Simpson, 2017: Chapter 9). So, the claim is not that A is, for example, trusting, 
mistrusting or distrusting. It is that A trusts/mistrusts/distrusts B in domain X. The trust judgement 
that matters in politics is relational and contextual. It is a judgement about a trustee (B) in relation to 
a particular domain (X), not a personality characteristic of the truster (A). It has this dual focus to it. 
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This judgement covers a domain, but that domain might be variable in scope, it might be about a 
political actor or institution or system; it might be about different values, actions; or ways of 
operating. It might also be more or less explicitly stated.  

The shared practice of coming to a trust judgement may be mediated by the tendency for a trust 
orientation to spill-over from one domain into another. A trusts B to deliver X and may therefore 
judge that B can also deliver Y and Z; as is argued by Green and Jennings (2012) with regard to how 
voters evaluate the trustworthiness of political parties to handle different issues. Equally, it could 
reasonably be supposed that if A distrusts B to deliver X this increases the likelihood that they will 
distrust them to deliver Y and Z. Mistrust judgements might also be driven in practice by a broader 
mistrust attitude, although the decision to trust or distrust would depend on the outcome of the 
verification process.  

Empirically then most measures of the political trust family – the focus of our attention –  seek to 
capture the general orientation of citizens towards political actors, institutions or systems. 
Moreover, judgements always involve an element of risk. They are based on an assessment of 
prospects rather certainties: A trusts/distrusts B to do X; or in the case of mistrust, the formulation 
could be ‘A reserves judgement until it verifies that B can deliver X’.  

As Table 1 shows, a defining feature of political trust is positive expectations towards politics or a 
part of it. A defining feature of distrust is negative expectations towards politics or a part of it. A 
defining feature of mistrust is one of vigilance. The domains of trust and distrust judgements can 
stretch across the gamut of politics, but mistrust is more likely to be expressed through specific 
judgements about a political actor since it would make little sense to say you mistrust everyone and 
everything in politics. Blanket claims to mistrust would be ‘silly’ as O’Neill (2018: 295) puts it, as the 
nature of mistrust is that the truster is exercising discrimination and selection, recognising that some 
are more trustworthy than others and checking and verifying their judgement regularly. 

Table 1. The trust family  

Trust 
types  Manifestation Evaluative triggers 

Associated 
attitudes 

Behavioural 
consequences 

TRUST  

Trust expressed 
towards the 
political system in 
its entirety or its 
components 

Evaluation led by 
empirical assessment but 
could be mixed with 
normative preferences 

Loyalty, 
commitment, 
confidence 

Compliance, 
sympathetic 
judgement, 
participation 

DISTRUST  

Distrust 
expressed 
towards the 
political system in 
its entirety or its 
components 

Evaluation must contain 
normative assessment 
and could be combined 
with empirical judgement 

Insecurity, 
cynicism, 
contempt, 
fear, anger, 
alienation 

Withdrawal, 
aggressive and 
populist challenge  
or empowerment 
movement 

MISTRUST  

Political mistrust 
expressed 
through vigilance 
in judging 
components the 
political system 

Evaluation activity is 
sustained, open to 
regular revision and 
looking for actors, 
institutions and systems 
to signal their 
trustworthiness 

Caution, 
watchful, 
questioning 

Making effort to 
be informed, alert 
on standby to act 
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The balance in the evaluative triggers used to reach a judgement confirm the differences between 
the concepts. Using the standard philosophical distinction of two directions of fit (O’Neill, 2018: 294) 
it is possible to argue that some trust judgements ask an empirical question: does this claim match 
or fit reality? Others are framed by a normative question: does this claim or observed behaviour 
match my norms, morals and sense of what is right? In everyday language you might say of a friend 
that ‘their heart is the right place, but their head is not’ and consequently you might not trust them 
to undertake some task, for example to mind a child. Your judgement is more empirical than 
normative. In another case you might judge that someone has values and has taken actions you find 
unacceptable and as a result you would distrust them to mind a child. Here your judgement is more 
normative than empirical. 

The argument outlined in Table 1 is that judgements about trust are heavier on empirical fit and 
lighter on normative fit. Judgements leading to distrust are inherently about normative fit, although 
they can also contain an element of empirical fit. Trust judgements where A asks if they can trust B 
to perform X are likely to reflect an assessment of competence (can B achieve X) and reliability (can 
B keep their commitments to X). Empirical or technical criteria could be decisive. Normative 
elements may also enter the judgement. Does B have a normative commitment to honesty or 
reliability? In everyday language one example of the distinction is between whether your trust fails 
because you think someone is overconfident or a liar. Trust judgements are likely to be technical and 
empirical first, but they may contain some normative dimension.  

Distrust judgements do not eschew the technical and empirical, but they are intrinsically normative.  
They are driven by a belief that the political system or individual actors in it behave unethically 
towards you in their conduct or by way of the outcomes they produce. For example, if you think that 
political actor A is discriminatory towards you and will treat you unfairly, you may also think they will 
do these things competently and effectively. They can do you evil, but your conclusion would rightly 
be to distrust them because their behaviour does not match your normative preferences. Distrust 
often reflects a strong moral judgment. These people you distrust are not simply incompetent or 
unreliable, they are bad:	‘In contrast to simply not being trusted, being distrusted is to be thought of 
badly’ (D’Cruz, 2019: 935). Distrust judgements are driven more by perceptions of not caring and 
unfairness, which may or may not be justified. 

Mistrust judgements are the most likely to be subject to a dynamic of revision and checking and 
dominated by a focus on the technical and empirical. Trust is granted but matched by vigilance and 
verification. It is the most effortful of the trust judgements to maintain for a citizen as it demands a 
lot of information collection and observation about the often-opaque goings on of politics. Mistrust 
or citizen vigilance might be regarded as the appropriate default for a democratic citizen or one in a 
system where political leaders have a history of misinformation and dishonesty.  

Table 1 indicates some distinct attitudes and behaviours associated different members of the trust 
family. Not all attitudes or behaviours will always be present and no claims to completeness are 
made, but their existence would help to confirm a sense that a distinct member of the trust family 
has been identified. Trust is likely to be accompanied by a sense of confidence (indeed a standard 
survey measure for trust asks about ‘confidence’ in various actors and institutions), security, perhaps 
even well-being, and it might inspire loyalty towards or commitment to the trusted. The behaviour 
stimulated by the presence of trust could include a willingness to comply with regulations and laws 
(Marian and Hooghe, 2011) through participation (e.g. Boulianne, 2018) to generalized support for 
the political system (Almond and Verba, 1963).   
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Distrust would seem to carry with it negative orientations such as suspicion, antipathy and 
resentment. In political context it is often seen as a threat to democracy; it may encourage 
disengagement, alienation and destructive cynicism. But it may have a positive side if an exploited 
group recognising their position use their distrust of the exploiters to galvanise a campaign for 
resistance or change. Krishnamurthy (2015: 392) convincingly argues that:  

“Black citizens’ distrust of fellow White citizens and political institutions led to new forms of 
political expression such as nonviolent protests, sit-ins, boycotts, and child demonstrations 
that were essential to securing greater racial justice and a more genuine form of democracy. 
… I use this case to distinguish primarily between horizontal distrust (between citizens) and 
vertical distrust (between citizens and institutions). The argument given here is a causal one: 
Black citizen’s sense of distrust (in both senses) caused or led them to engage in unique 
actions that promoted democracy by challenging (White) tyranny.” 

Distrust perhaps in this sense shares a reverse feature of trust. When distrust is well-placed (that 
is A is right to distrust B in respect of X) then it can have positive effects. When trust is misplaced 
(that is when A trusts B in respect of X, not recognizing that B is untrustworthy) it could have 
negative rather than positive consequences both for the truster and society at large. ‘Trust is 
valuable only when directed to agents and activities that are trustworthy’ (O’Neill, 2018: 293). 

This claim that the challenge is to only trust the trustworthy leads back to why mistrust might be a 
viewed as a valued member of the trust family. The attitudes and behaviours associated with it could   
reflect caution or scepticism about whether to trust and will be expressed in the form of a desire to 
monitor or check the performance of the trusted. It might seem a wise option when dealing with 
strangers or government yet if pushed too far may lead a demand for endless accountability and 
transparency which might be self-defeating and not provide the benefits that a more trusting 
relationship might have yielded. As O’Neill (2018: 298) argues ‘that much of the perception that 
experts, professionals and institutions are now less trustworthy does not reflect clear evidence of 
increasing untrustworthy behaviour, but rather the fact that proliferating regulatory requirements 
define and detect more types of failure, and receive more time and attention. Those who try hardest 
to meet more, and more detailed, requirements may spend more time meeting those requirements, 
and less time… with those whom they are meant.’ There is some supporting evidence that 
performance measures both distort behaviour and feed public distrust (Boswell, 2018; Stoker, 2019) 
and that transparency can conversely reduce political trust (Grimmelijkhuijsen et al, 2013). 

Mistakes and distortions would seem as an inevitable feature of trust judgements. So far the 
discussion has tended to suggest that trust judgements are reasoned choices, and to an extent they 
are, but they are choices that may also involve short cuts or cognitive devices regularly used in 
reasoning, given limited information and time and may also be choices impacted by affect and 
emotion. Most people when making a trust judgement ‘seldom look for detailed evidence, which can 
be epistemically demanding; no doubt they often rely on quite approximate reputational evidence 
and heuristics’ (O’Neill, 2018: 295). König and Siewart (2020: 3) comment that ‘policymakers in 
liberal democracies are fighting an uphill battle to engender broader citizen support for themselves 
as well as trust in democratic institutions and the political system as a whole’. Even when politicians 
do what they say they will do and therefore might be able to claim that should be trusted, 
communicating that achievement involves several links in a chain that can be broken. Is the 
achievement salient enough to attract attention? Does the media environment support reporting of 
the achievement in a way that is positive? Are citizens willing to learn about it? ‘It is important to 
note that this process is already impeded by fundamental and relatively stable psychological barriers 
that imply that only a certain part of the electorate will engage in learning. This is because people 
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update their views about government and policymakers in the light of consolidated belief systems’ 
(König and Siewert, 2020: 10). Another instance is, of course, where someone who is untrustworthy 
is granted trust. It can be very damaging to trust an actor that is not worthy of trust 

The emotive and affective aspects to decision making add to the challenges involved in trust 
judgements. Indeed, it may be that trust judgements are prone to these influences through, as 
noted above, selective attention, but also by way of distortion of evidence, an unwillingness to 
change views and spillover effects, where distrust of one actor transfers to all politicians or the 
system (Jones, 2013). Taking a trust or distrust position with respect to someone or institution can, 
once taken, act as a biasing device when it comes to taking the next trust decision. If you have 
granted trust to someone before you may be tempted to grant trust to them more easily again. 
Conmen have used techniques to exploit this feature throughout the centuries. There is some 
evidence that these processes might also be reflected in a growing partisanship about trust.  
Hetherington and Rudolph (2015) argues that ‘without consensus but with deep distrust of the other 
party, office holders from the party opposite the president have no incentive to rise above their 
worst partisan instincts because partisans from their side will tend to blame the president’s party for 
resultant problems of governance’. Hetherington and Rudolph (2017) suggest that motivated 
reasoning lies behind a lot of trust judgements, with evidence that reinforces prior held views seized 
upon and contrary evidence neglected. Selective adoption of evidence suggests that shifting a trust 
judgement from whether from distrust to trust or from trust to distrust might be problematic. It also 
indicates that achieving the environment where effective selective and discriminatory mistrust 
judgements are being made is extremely challenging. 

How willing are people to shift their views? The above discussion suggests that there will be barriers.  
Moreover, if we recognise the influence emotion and affect in its full role then even if we accept that 
on reflection that someone has demonstrated and effectively signalled that they are trustworthy we 
may still display recalcitrance is shifting our trust judgement. Trust judgements can be embedded in 
deep social experiences, partially unrecognised prejudices or within the trappings of social identity. 
Is the person asking to be trusted one of us? If the shift from distrust or to trust is built against the 
context of a previous distrust judgement formed through a sense of betrayal or being duped before 
then it is easy to understand why it is often argued that trust can be more easily lost than won back 
again (Slovic, 1993).  

Finally, trust judgements can spillover. You may correctly distrust one politician and then too quickly 
move on to the position that they are all the same. Distrust judgements may be particularly prone to 
this extension of distrust because they are often driven by a stronger sense of moral or normative 
behaviour, as argued above. Government is distrusted not because it fails to deliver but because it is 
morally bankrupt and actively structured against your interests, or because it represents the group 
you do not identify with. Kramer (2017: 100) goes further and argues that distrust has a self-
sustaining character through ‘both the distrustful perceiver’s difficulty in learning from trust-related 
experiences and their difficulty in generating useful (diagnostic) experiences’. What is also distinctive 
about distrust is that it is the trust dynamic that has been actively exploited by political actors both 
mainstream and populist. The politics of blame may work, as a force for mobilisation, better than 
appeals to ‘trust me’ or ‘trust but verify’. There is a long tradition of work in social psychology 
showing the asymmetries in trust-building versus trust-destroying processes (Kramer, 2017; Slovic, 
1993). 

Political trust judgements involve three layers of complexity. First, people who must decide to trust 
politicians, parties, government or the system use reason and emotion. They engage through limit 
searching and the use of heuristics. Affective factors and social polarization add to the complexity of 
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the processes involved both in the making and changing of decisions within the trust family. It is 
therefore not surprising that those who must make decisions to trust, distrust or mistrust sometimes 
make mistakes in judgment and are unsure about when to change their judgement. Second those 
who want to be trusted must successfully signal that they can be trusted. There are multiple links in 
the chain of those processes involving getting attention, communicating without distortion and 
understanding under what circumstances those being asked to trust might be prepared to learn or 
even change their mind. All these links can fail. Finally, trust decisions are made in a communicative 
environment where it in the interests of political actors to blur, distort and dispute the trust claims 
of others and where mainstream and social media offer information and understanding whose 
competence and reliability cannot easily be checked.  

3. Research Design  

Data 

Our initial challenge is to establish foundations for our research agenda by exploring whether it is 
possible to identify survey measures that support the identification of trust, mistrust and distrust as 
distinctive concepts. We designed a battery of questions aiming to get at these three members of 
the trust family. The questions reflect our conceptualisation of members of the trust family as three-
part formulations by including the broad domains of actions and intentions in relation to national, 
community and individual needs and interests. These are to be fielded in 12 countries1 as part of the 
7th Wave of the World Values Survey (WVS). Currently, five of the surveys have been completed: 
Kyrgyzstan, Nicaragua, the Philippines, Vietnam and Tajikistan. The analyses in this paper are based 
on these countries. We are planning to field the questions in a number of advanced democracies 
alongside the wide range of regimes we have through the WVS. 

Table 2 presents the battery of survey items we used to address the different aspects of trust. The 
survey asked ‘Do you agree or disagree with the following statements?’, listing a series of positive 
and negative statements regarding government and politicians, with a response scale consisting of 
five categories: strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree and strongly disagree (see 
the appendix for further details). 

Table 2. Survey items designed to measure trust, mistrust and distrust 

Branch of the trust family Question 

Trust 

The government has good intentions 
The government understands the needs of my community 
Politicians often put the country above their own interests 
Most politicians are honest and truthful 
In general, the government usually does the right thing 

Distrust 

The government acts unfairly towards people like me 
Politicians usually ignore people like me 
Politicians don’t respect people like me 
Politicians are often incompetent and ineffective 

Mistrust 
People in the government often show poor judgement 
It is best to be cautious about trusting the government 
Information provided by the government is generally unreliable 

 
1 Algeria, Ethiopia, Iran, Kyrgyzstan, Myanmar, Nicaragua, Philippines, Rwanda, Tajikistan, Venezuela, Vietnam, 
and Zimbabwe. 
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In general, politicians are open about their decisions 
I am usually cautious about trusting politicians 
I am unsure whether to believe most politicians 

 
Our second aim is to understand the drivers of the trust family, and whether trust, distrust and 
mistrust are each driven by different features of actors. We therefore also fielded a battery of 
questions to tap respondents’ perceptions of competence, benevolence, and integrity (based on 
items developed by Grimmelikhuijsen and Knies, 2017) of the country’s parliament, government and 
the United Nations (with the UN used as an example of an international institution due to it being 
relatively well known compared to others). These survey items are summarised in Table 3, with full 
details and descriptive statistics (by country) reported in the Appendix, Figures A1, A2 and A3. We 
may expand our range of measures in the future, but these measures provide a good starting base.   
As noted above in our discussion of the family of trust concepts we expect different factors to drive 
trust, distrust and mistrust. Indeed, more specific claims are made in the analytical section below.  

Table 3. Survey items designed to measure evaluations of competence, benevolence and integrity 

Quality Item 
Competence Overall, <parliament> is competent and efficient 

<Parliament> usually carries out its duties poorly 
Benevolence <Parliament> usually acts in its own interests 

<Parliament> wants to do its best to serve the country 
Integrity <Parliament> is generally free of corruption 

<Parliament’s> work is open and transparent 

In addition to these original items, the full range of standard WVS items were fielded in the surveys, 
including trust in a number of organisations, social trust, and demographic characteristics of the 
respondents. The survey was completed by 1,200 respondents for each country, with the fieldwork 
conducted in 2019 and 2020, prior to the COVID-19 outbreak.  

Analytical approach  

Our analytical approach considers both the construct validity of our survey items and how they are 
explained by evaluations of competence, benevolence and integrity. Firstly, to consider whether our 
measures of trust, distrust and mistrust capture distinctive concepts, we undertake factor analysis to 
understand the underlying factors that are formed. Following this, we use bivariate correlations to 
assess the relationship between our items and measures of explicit trust.2 Secondly, to understand 
whether the drivers of the trust concepts are determined by different considerations, we take these 
items – and the resulting factors – and test how they are explained, conditional on demographics, by 
the measures of competence, benevolence and integrity described above in Table 3. Specifically, and 
building from the theoretical discussion, we test the hypotheses laid out in Table 4 alongside related 
theoretical claims and dependent variables. 

  

 
2 ‘Explicit trust’ measures are those traditionally used to measure trust in the World Value Survey (and other 
surveys), obtained from the following question: ‘I am going to name a number of organizations. For each one, 
could you tell me how much confidence you have in them: is it a great deal of confidence, quite a lot of 
confidence, not very much confidence or none at all? (Read out and code one answer for each): [Parliament]…’ 
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Table 4. Theoretical claims and hypotheses  

Claim  Hypothesis Dependent variables 
Trust judgements rely heavier 
on empirical fit. They are 
‘likely to reflect an assessment 
of competence and reliability’.  
 
Trust is likely to accompanied 
by a sense of confidence 
(indeed a standard survey 
measure for trust asks about 
confidence in various actors 
and institutions), security, 
perhaps even well-being, and 
it might inspire loyalty towards 
or commitment to the trusted. 
 
The behaviour stimulated by 
the presence of trust could 
include a willingness to comply 
with regulations and laws 
(Marien and Hooghe, 2011)   
through participation (Hooghe 
and Marien, 2013) to 
generalized support for the 
political system (Almond and 
Verba, 1963).   
 

H: Trust judgements are driven 
more by competence than 
other values 
 
H2: Trust judgements are 
driven more by competence 
than distrust and mistrust are 

The government understands 
the needs of my community  
 
The government usually has 
good intentions  
 
In general, the government 
usually does the right thing  
 
Combined factor of the items 

Distrust is instead driven by 
normative belief that someone 
is behaving unethically 
towards you. It reflects a 
strong moral judgement. 

H: Distrust judgements are 
driven more by perceptions of 
benevolence and fairness than 
other values. 
 
H2: Distrust judgements are 
driven more by benevolence 
and fairness than trust and 
mistrust are 

Politicians don’t respect 
people like me  
 
Politicians usually ignore my 
community  
 
The government acts unfairly 
towards people like me  
 
Combined factor of the items  
 

Mistrust is focused on the 
technical and empirical. It is 
the most effortful of trust 
judgements.  
 
Mistrust will be accompanied 
by effort to stay informed and 
seek information 

H: Mistrust judgements are 
driven more by competence 
than other values 
 
H2: Mistrust judgements are 
more prevalent amongst the 
higher educated and/or 
interested and/or 
knowledgeable. 
 

It is best to be cautious about 
trusting the government  
 
I am unsure whether to 
believe most politicians  
 
I am usually cautious about 
trusting politicians  
 
Combined factor of the items  
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4. Results  

4.1. Factor analyses 

We first perform principal component factor analyses on all of our items aimed at measuring trust, 
distrust and mistrust (as summarised in Table 2), using varimax rotation. We find that there are 
indeed three factors in the items, determined by an eigenvalue greater than one. These factors are 
presented in Table 5 with their eigenvalues.  

Table 5. Factor analysis of the survey items 

Factor Eigenvalue Difference 
Factor 1 (Distrust) 4.30 0.28 
Factor 2 (Trust) 2.66 0.17 
Factor 3 (Mistrust) 1.21 0.36 

These factors broadly, but not exclusively, map to our items. In Table 6 below, we report the factor 
loadings of each variable across the three factors. What these indicate is a clear clustering of most 
items, but some items that do not load onto any of the factors clearly. In subsequent analyses, these 
items are dropped. Eigenvalues of 0.4 or more are presented in bold.  

Only two items (out of 15 in total) load onto more than a single factor. ‘Politicians often put the 
country above their own interests’ loads onto both distrust and trust at similar levels (0.49 and 0.40 
respectively), suggesting the question may have multiple interpretations (either positive or negative) 
or was not well understood by respondents. ‘It is best to be cautious about trusting the government’ 
loads onto both distrust and mistrust at equal levels. This is not surprising, as it could be considered 
to apply to both concepts, and loads marginally more on its intended factor (mistrust) – as it relates 
to cautious or sceptical judgement (of trust) rather than affective, normatively driven judgement.  

Table 6. Factor analysis of the WVS survey items 

Survey item Factor 1 
(Distrust) 

Factor 2 
(Trust) 

Factor 3 
(Mistrust) 

The government has good intentions -0.07 0.75 0.01 
The government understands the needs of my community -0.02 0.72 -0.06 
Politicians often put the country above their own interests 0.49 0.40 -0.16 
Most politicians are honest and truthful -0.18 0.68 0.00 
In general, the government usually does the right thing -0.21 0.75 0.12 
The government acts unfairly towards people like me 0.76 -0.15 0.08 
Politicians usually ignore people like me 0.79 -0.11 0.10 
Politicians don’t respect people like me 0.77 -0.12 0.11 
Politicians are often incompetent and ineffective 0.71 -0.11 0.20 
People in the government often show poor judgement 0.68 -0.10 0.24 
It is best to be cautious about trusting the government 0.48 -0.02 0.51 
Information provided by the government is generally unreliable 0.49 -0.08 0.38 
In general, politicians are open about their decisions -0.89 0.63 0.21 
I am usually cautious about trusting politicians 0.18 0.10 0.77 
I am unsure whether to believe most politicians 0.12 0.05 0.77 

We proceeded to create a variable for each of these factors following the factor analysis (reported in 
the analysis that follows as a ‘trust/distrust/mistrust factor’) and to restrict the analysis to variables 
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which we considered loaded sufficiently onto these factors. As such, we restrict the future analyses 
to the following indicators: 

Table 7. Factors constructed for trust, mistrust and distrust 

Concept Variables 
Trust The government understands the needs of my community  

The government usually has good intentions 
In general, the government usually does the right thing  
Composite trust index (a combined measure derived from 
factor analysis). 

Distrust  Politicians don’t respect people like me 
Politicians usually ignore my community  
The government acts unfairly towards people like me 
Composite distrust index (a combined measure derived from 
factor analysis). 

Mistrust  
 

It is best to be cautious about trusting the government 
I am unsure whether to believe most politicians  
I am usually cautious about trusting politicians  
Composite mistrust index (a combined measure derived from 
factor analysis). 

 

4.2 Correlations 

Taking these items and the resulting factor, we produced correlation plots, measuring the bivariate 
correlation between each of the items (trust, mistrust and distrust) and the widely used measures of 
explicit trust (confidence in the national parliament and government). The plots are presented in 
Figures 1, 2 and 3. In each panel, the number in the top row indicates the correlation between the 
pair of items, and the number in the lower row indicates the significance of the correlation (i.e. p-
value). As an example, the correlation between trust in government and trust in parliament is 0.697, 
which is significant at p = 0.000. The colour of the panel represents either positive (blue) or negative 
(red) correlations, with the strength of the colour representing the size of the correlation coefficient.  

There are a number of things to highlight. Firstly, the various measures of trust correlate reasonably 
well with the explicit measures of trust. Importantly, the combined trust measure (derived from 
factor analysis) is moderately correlated with both trust in parliament and trust in government. 
Secondly, the measures of distrust are moderately to weakly negatively correlated with the direct 
measures of trust, as might be expected. Thirdly, our measures of mistrust – as reflected in the weak 
relationships in the factor analysis – are only very trivially correlated with explicit measures of trust 
(as is shown in Figure A4 in the appendix they are also only moderately correlated with our other 
items).  
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Figure 1. Correlation of trust measures with explicit measures of trust 

 

 

Figure 2. Correlation of distrust measures with explicit measures of trust 
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Figure 3. Correlation of mistrust measures with explicit measures of trust 
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national government or parliament), 𝛼! represents the constant, 𝛾 represents a vector of country 
dummies, and 𝜖 represents any unobserved error.  

These results are presented in Figures 1 to 3. While we test effects of evaluation of the competence, 
benevolence and integrity of both national government and parliament, we here only present the 
coefficient plots for the former, since the observed effects are very similar (plots for parliament are 
reported in Figures A5, A6 and A7 in the appendix). In the plots, the labels on Y-axis indicate the 
explanatory variables (corresponding to competence, benevolence and integrity); the figure plots 
the effect of each independent variable on the outcome variable. The text on the plot itself (e.g. 
‘understands community’, ‘good intentions’, ‘does right thing’, ‘trust factor’ in Figure 1) indicates 
which dependent variable the effect refers to. Since this is a linear OLS regression, the coefficients 
indicate the expected increase or decrease of the outcome for a one-unit increase in the explanatory 
variable (recall that our measures of competence, benevolence and integrity use a five-point scale).  

For the four models of our trust variables, depicted in Figure 4, the results reveal that evaluations of 
competence and belief that the government is doing its best to serve the country are the strongest 
predictors. Perceptions of incompetence (doing duties poorly) is an insignificant predictor, as is – 
surprisingly – corruption. We expect that this latter effect is perhaps because, given the particular 
set of countries covered by our study, respondents may have already factored corruption into their 
trust judgements. Transparency is also a strong predictor, though the size of effect is half the size of 
that for competence and doing its best to serve the country. These effects are relatively large in 
substantive terms. All variables consist of five categories (with the exception of the combined 
factors). A coefficient of 0.2 means increasing from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’ increases 
the dependent variable by one unit, an increase in the trust measure equivalent to a standard 
deviation or a third of the mean value.    

Figure 4. Competence, benevolence and integrity of government as drivers of trust  

 
For the distrust measures, negative expectations of interests (either that the government acts in its 
own interests or, conversely, does its best to serve the country) are the strongest predictors (a 
coefficient of approximately 0.1) with competence, corruption and transparency approximately 0.06, 
though the confidence intervals overlap.  

Figure 5. Competence, benevolence and integrity of government as drivers of distrust 
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However, for distrust, we find unclear effects, with considerable uncertainty. Competence seems to 
have no effect, but perceiving that the government acts in its own interests exerts a moderately 
strong effect of 0.05, along with corruption. For mistrust, we also broke the sample into those with 
high education and those with high political interest. These show that there is some evidence that 
those who are highly educated are more likely to be susceptible to our independent variables; for 
instance, the effect of transparency on mistrust is 0.1, as opposed to a coefficient of zero in the full 
model. However, the coefficients are not significantly different. This is likely due to a reduced 
sample size. We intend to investigate this further when we have data for a wider range of countries 
(and a significantly greater number of respondents). 

Figure 6. Competence, benevolence and integrity of government as drivers of mistrust 
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are heterogeneous across education levels (and may be heterogeneous across countries).  
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Table 9. Summary of findings on the drivers of trust, mistrust and distrust 

Hypothesis Result 
Trust judgements are driven more by 
competence than other values 

Some support. Trust judgements are driven 
both by ‘competent and efficient’ as well as 
‘wants to do its best to serve the country’ and, 
to a lesser extent, perceptions of transparency.  

Trust judgements are driven more by 
competence than distrust and mistrust are 

Supported. On average, the coefficient for 
competence perceptions is larger for trust than 
distrust and mistrust. For mistrust, competence 
seems to play no role. 

Distrust judgements are driven more by 
perceptions of benevolence and fairness than 
other values. 

Some support. Whilst competence, and others, 
play a key role, the coefficient for ‘acts in its 
own interest’ and serving the country is 
stronger, if not statistically significantly so.  

Distrust judgements are driven more by 
benevolence and fairness than trust and 
mistrust are 

Some support. The coefficients for ‘acting in 
their own interests’ are larger for distrust than 
trust and mistrust, but serving the country is 
about the same as others. 

Mistrust judgements are driven more by 
competence than other values 
 

No support. In fact, competence does not drive 
our distrust measures at all. 

Mistrust judgements are more prevalent 
amongst the higher educated and/or interested 
and/or knowledgeable. 
 

No support. Even when the sample is limited to 
high educated or high interest individuals, the 
coefficients are much the same.  

 

5. Conclusions and next steps  

In this paper, we have explained the theoretical motivation for exploring trust, distrust and mistrust, 
our research design, and the empirical evidence that supports – and also is at odds with – elements 
of our framework. Following the design of our battery of survey items, we have shown how they 
form coherent factors and that these factors are determined to different degrees by specific 
evaluative criteria – of competence, benevolence and integrity. Perhaps most significantly, this has 
been shown from cases where we might least expect it: countries that do not have fully democratic 
regimes, some non-democratic, and with patchy histories of regime type. Theoretically, however, we 
have made the case that unpacking ‘political trust’ into three constituent parts is a worthwhile 
endeavour. We would like to highlight our next steps.  

Mistrust is the most problematic member of the family to explore empirically. Following the 
ambiguous results above, we intend to approach the question differently. Instead of using cross-
sectional survey data, we expect that mistrust is characterised by an updating of trust judgements 
and discrimination in trust. These lend themselves, in the first instance, to panel data to understand 
whether and how people update their judgements, but also item response methods to see whether 
and how people discriminate in their judgements (for instance, do people reward different objects 
with trust depending on performance).  

One next step is to start refining our measures. We have shown empirically how these survey items 
collectively capture the concepts we are interested in, but that some items are less useful than 
others (at least in the current set of cases) and that we have not caught key aspects of mistrust. 
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Alongside further development of these survey items, however, we are fielding them again in online 
surveys in the USA, UK and Italy, and plan to field them in other advanced democracies in the near 
future. Regarding our measures of evaluative criteria for (political) trust judgements (competence, 
benevolence and integrity), we are also fielding these experimentally in the form of a conjoint 
experiment to understand how people trade off different characteristics of government. We have 
initial results in from Greece, and have finalised two waves in the UK, and one each in Italy and the 
US. As noted, we intend on exploring a different avenue with mistrust. 

The consequences of political trust are not well understood in the broader literature, particularly 
outside of the US. One of our next steps is to explore the consequences of trust and distrust in 
observational, experimental and qualitative settings. The path is relatively clear for trust, which 
broadly expects that the consequences will be greater compliance, support for government 
expansion, and perhaps greater participation in the formal political process. It is less clear for 
distrust, which we hope to add to in the coming months.  

Relatedly, but perhaps most significantly, we wish to explore in depth how people move between 
states of trust: how, and why, do people move from trust to distrust (or back again), or from trust to 
mistrust? How can we move people and design institutions to foster a state of critical trust rather 
than a problematic and destabilising distrust in institutions and in others? Is this actually rationally 
based: a deep distrust because institutions are objectively reproducing harm? This forms the 
backbone of our qualitative work. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Table A1. Survey items relating to competence, benevolence and integrity 

Q. Now we would like to ask few more questions about the parliament, government and the United 
Nations. In particular, do you agree or disagree with the following statements?   

  Agree 
strongly Agree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Disagree 
strongly 

How you feel about the <name of the national parliament or national congress> in your country? 
P1 Overall, <parliament> is competent and efficient 1 2 3 4 5 
P2 <Parliament> usually carries out its duties poorly 1 2 3 4 5 
P3 <Parliament> usually acts in its own interests 1 2 3 4 5 
P4 <Parliament> wants to do its best to serve the country 1 2 3 4 5 
P5 <Parliament> is generally free of corruption 1 2 3 4 5 
P6 <Parliament’s> work is open and transparent 1 2 3 4 5 
How you feel about the government in your country? 
G1 Overall, the government is competent and efficient 1 2 3 4 5 
G2 The government usually carries out its duties poorly 1 2 3 4 5 
G3 The government usually acts in its own interests 1 2 3 4 5 
G4 The government wants to do its best to serve the country 1 2 3 4 5 
G5 The government is generally free of corruption 1 2 3 4 5 
G6 The government’s work is open and transparent  1 2 3 4 5 
How you feel about the United Nations (UN)?  
UN1 Overall, the UN is competent and efficient 1 2 3 4 5 
UN2 The UN usually carries out its duties poorly 1 2 3 4 5 
UN3 The UN usually acts in its own interests 1 2 3 4 5 
UN4 The UN wants to do its best to serve the world 1 2 3 4 5 
UN5 The UN is generally free of corruption 1 2 3 4 5 
UN6 The UN’s work is open and transparent   1 2 3 4 5 

 

Table A2. Survey items relating to trust, mistrust and distrust 

Q. Do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 

  Disagree 
strongly 

Disagree Neither agree 
nor disagree 

Agree Agree 
strongly 

A I am unsure whether to believe most politicians 1 2 3 4 5 
B I am usually cautious about trusting politicians  1 2 3 4 5 
C In general, politicians are open about their decisions 1 2 3 4 5 
D In general, the government usually does the right thing 1 2 3 4 5 
E Information provided by the government is generally unreliable 1 2 3 4 5 
F It is best to be cautious about trusting the government 1 2 3 4 5 
G Most politicians are honest and truthful 1 2 3 4 5 
H People in the government often show poor judgement   1 2 3 4 5 
I Politicians are often incompetent and ineffective 1 2 3 4 5 
J Politicians don’t respect people like me 1 2 3 4 5 
K Politicians often put country above their personal interests 1 2 3 4 5 
L Politicians usually ignore my community 1 2 3 4 5 
M The government acts unfairly towards people like me 1 2 3 4 5 
N The government understands the needs of my community 1 2 3 4 5 
O The government usually has good intentions 1 2 3 4 5 
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Figure A1. Survey items on the competence, benevolence and integrity of the national parliament 
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Figure A2. Survey items on the competence, benevolence and integrity of the national government 
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Figure A3. Survey items on the competence, benevolence and integrity of the United Nations 
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Figure A4. Correlation matrix of survey measures of trust, mistrust and distrust 
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Figure A5. Competence, benevolence and integrity of parliament as drivers of trust 

 

 

Figure A6. Competence, benevolence and integrity of parliament as drivers of trust 
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Figure A7. Competence, benevolence and integrity of parliament as drivers of trust 
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