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12	 The macro-consequences of 
political trust

Viktor Valgarðsson and Tom van der Meer

Political trust is widely regarded as essential for the survival and flourishing of dem-
ocratic societies. Recent analyses of the political trust literature have consistently 
observed a “widespread conviction that a reservoir of political trust helps preserve 
fundamental democratic achievements in times of economic, social and political cri-
ses” (van der Meer and Zmerli, 2017: 1). Indeed, Jack Citrin and Laura Stoker (2018: 61) 
wrote that “interest in political trust rests largely on beliefs about its consequences for 
the effectiveness of government and democratic stability.” It echoes arguments raised 
decades earlier that a “democratic political system cannot survive for long without the 
support of a majority of its citizens” (Miller, 1974: 951). The assumption that political 
trust is important to the quality and even survival of democracy is, in short, founda-
tional to the field.

Paradoxically, this deeply engrained assumption has not been put to the test directly, 
at least not at the macro level. Of course, scholars have increasingly studied the effects 
of low and/or declining political trust on citizens’ behaviors and norms (see Devine, 
2024 for an overview) but the supposed macro-level consequences of political trust 
on regime performance and longevity have remained a lacuna at the heart of politi-
cal trust research. Interestingly, that lacuna, too, is well described in the literature 
(see Dalton, 2004: 162; Norris, 1999: 25; Torcal and Lago, 2006: 308; van der Meer and 
Zmerli, 2017: 8; Citrin and Stoker, 2018: 61). It may therefore seem puzzling that it has 
never been filled; that the macro-level consequences of political trust have barely been 
tested empirically.

The answer to that puzzle is fairly straightforward: it is very difficult to reliably test 
these assumptions. As Citrin and Stoker (2018: 61) wrote: “Scholars who study macro-
level outcomes with aggregated survey data face the usual challenges of too many 
rival explanatory variables and too few degrees of freedom.” The main dependent 
variables of interest—those pertaining to the quality, effectiveness, and endurance of 
democratic governance—have very limited variance. That variance exists primarily 
between countries, less so within countries over time. We are left with relatively few 
observations that are prone to differ in many other, related features (e.g., in their eco-
nomic development and equality, levels of corruption, welfare provision, and politi-
cal culture). This combination complicates the identification of the potential effect 
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The macro-consequences of political trust

of political trust. However, Citrin and Stoker (2018: 61) added: “This problem will 
diminish, if not disappear, as time series lengthen and cross-national survey research 
expands.” While time series have not lengthened greatly in the years since those 
words were published, resources and methods for harmonizing and analyzing survey 
data from multiple surveys, to maximize the number and variation of observations in 
such analyses, have expanded considerably. Models of latent dynamic (trust) moods in 
countries over time and time-series cross-sectional (TSCS) analyses of within-coun-
try variances also offer promising ways forward.

Now that the long-awaited data sources and methods that allow us to test the macro-
level consequences of political trust are in reach, we take stock of the theoretical 
insights and methodological demands put forward in the political science literature. 
This chapter will review fundamental expectations about the likely macro-conse-
quences of political trust, before turning to the practical challenges facing research-
ers who are interested in testing those expectations—and how recent advances might 
offer ways to overcome those challenges in future research.

In short, we argue that the literature has three rivaling sets of claims on the conse-
quences of political trust that are ripe for systematic testing, but expectations have 
hardly crystallized into consensus on the relevance of different types of political trust, 
on the mechanisms that would relate trust to these outcomes, or on the time it takes 
for negative effects to arise. Methodologically, despite practical advances, this topic of 
study will likely always be plagued by the interplay of competing explanations for the 
quality of democratic governance.

1.	� Theories, mechanisms, and conditions

1.1	� What macro-consequences?
We agree with the editors of this book that political trust refers to an individual’s 
positive orientation that institutions and/or actors governing their polity would pro-
duce preferred outcomes even if left unattended (Easton, 1975; Gamson, 1968). This 
orientation, or belief, is in turn likely to influence people’s interactions with those 
actors, which can ultimately have consequences for the polity itself. By and large, we 
can see three main lines of argumentation about the consequences of political trust 
for democratic governance. Yet, remarkably, each line of argumentation has not been 
systematically developed into a series of expectations on outcomes and mechanisms.

The first argument finds its origin in the 1970s and argues that the very survival of 
democratic regimes is at stake when citizens lose trust in politics (e.g., Miller, 1974; 
Easton, 1975; Crozier et al., 1975). David Easton (1975: 447–448) wrote that: “no set of 
incumbent authorities in modern mass societies could for long assume the responsi-
bilities of making and implementing day-to-day decisions in a political system except 
under conditions of trust.” From this perspective, low trust is an indicator of dis-
engagement or active alienation, depressing citizens’ willingness to cooperate with 
the government, driving them away from the democratic regime and its values and Viktor Valgarðsson and Tom van der Meer - 9781035317486
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possibly into the arms of autocratic alternatives. This argument reflects concerns 
within political science in the post-World War II decades, in response to the break-
down of democracy during the interbellum and the rise of protest movements in the 
1960s and 1970s. The argument that declining political trust is a precursor of institu-
tional breakdown still resonates in public scholarship to this very day (e.g., Krastev, 
2012; De Querol, 2016; Mounk, 2018: 102). This argument suggests that the most fun-
damental outcome of trust in politics is the survival and longevity of democracy itself.

A second argument gained prominence in the 1990s. The so-called Silent Revolution—
the generational shift that supposedly increased emphasis on “post-materialist” 
quality-of-life issues and decreased respect for authorities in developed democracies 
(Inglehart, 1977)—had not led to a breakdown of democracy but rather to a push for 
more democracy, and as the totalitarian alternative of communism fell in Eastern 
Europe, scholars realized that widespread political distrust need not be antithetical to 
democracy. Representative democracy appeared to be resilient to low political trust. 
Rather, political distrust may indicate the growth of a critical citizenry, pushing for 
more democracy to overcome the shortcomings of their existing regimes (Dalton, 
2004; Norris, 1999). In this line of reasoning, declining trust may ultimately induce 
“far-reaching systemic change within the general category of representative democ-
racy” (Fuchs and Klingemann, 1995: 7). The macro-level effects of political trust should 
be witnessed in the transformation of political systems, through changing electoral 
and party systems and the rise of participatory and direct democracy. In line with this 
expectation, recent studies suggest that political distrust is strongly related to support 
for democratic reforms of various types (Bertsou and Caramani, 2022; Ouattara and 
van der Meer, 2023), although it remains to be seen whether that support for reform 
helps explain regime reform.

A third line of argument is that political trust functions as the canary in the coal mine: 
a symptom of democratic malaise, rather than its cause (van der Meer and Zmerli, 
2017; Newton, 2024). Declining political trust, in this perspective, is perhaps not the 
root cause of democratic survival or institutional reform, but a signal of other under-
lying processes that themselves directly drive such outcomes, such as dissatisfaction 
with particular elements of governance and society. This debate is partly conceptual 
(as trust can be seen as the attitude that mediates a causal relationship between more 
particularized dissatisfaction and these outcomes) but can also be made empirical: 
if controlling for those more particular attitudes consistently removes any effects of 
trust, we might be inclined to conclude that the relationship between trust and those 
outcomes was spurious.

In sum, political trust is traditionally thought to be the foundation of democratic 
regime stability, but more recent theories suggest that low levels of trust may improve 
democratic governance instead of undermining it—and still others argue that trust is 
merely a symptom, not a cause.
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1.2	� Who and what would drive these macro-changes?
Russell Dalton (2004: 200) wrote that “[c]itizens will act differently if they are skepti-
cal about their government, reporters will act differently, and politicians’ behavior 
will change if they confront a more skeptical public,” illustrating the idea that macro-
level changes in democracy are ultimately driven by diverse political actors. We would 
never expect levels of political trust to directly have any consequences on the macro 
level: trust is an individual-level orientation that would always need to operate via 
some change in behavior to have consequences for society. In this section, we review 
the actors and actions that might relate political trust to democratic government.

A wide range of individual-level studies has focused on the implications of trust for 
citizens’ democratic behaviors (see Citrin and Stoker, 2018; Devine, 2024). First, dis-
trusting citizens are more likely to move toward new, radical, or even authoritarian 
parties and candidates, such as Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders in the United 
States (Dyck et al., 2018), third parties in Canada (Bélanger and Nadeau, 2005), the 
UKIP party in the United Kingdom (Jennings et al., 2014), and populist parties in 
the Netherlands (Rooduijn et al., 2016). This directly affects the composition of politi-
cal elites. Second, distrusting citizens are more likely to engage in elite-challenging 
modes of participation such as demonstrations (Valgarðsson et al. 2022; Ouattara and 
Steenvoorden, 2023), and to support direct-democratic modes of government such as 
referendums (van der Meer and Janssen, 2025). Third, political distrust is associated 
with less willingness to comply with the law and more tolerance of illegal activities 
(Scholz and Lubell, 1998; Marien and Hooghe, 2011). In particular, political trust vis-
ibly affected citizens’ compliance with public health rules and guidelines, including 
willingness to be vaccinated, during the COVID-19 pandemic (Devine et al., 2024). 
Distrust thereby makes the implementation of (new) policies more costly and less effec-
tive. Fourth, political trust is associated with important policy preferences, includ-
ing on redistributive policies (Rudolph and Evans, 2005), immigration (MacDonald, 
2021), environmental policies (Fairbrother, 2017), racial policy (Hetherington and 
Globetti, 2002), and foreign policy (Hetherington and Husser, 2012). Political trust 
may facilitate progressive policies that rely on an interventionist state (Hetherington, 
2005) and less progressive and interventionist policies can, in turn, undermine politi-
cal trust, risking a spiral of distrust (Haugsgjerd and Kumlin, 2020). In short, citizens 
who lose trust in politics tend to challenge the status quo and resist government activ-
ity, thereby affecting the opportunity structures of elected politicians as well as the 
capacity of the state.

The effects of trust may also be contextual: a society with high or low levels of politi-
cal trust may influence the actions of all citizens, regardless of whether their personal 
levels of trust are high or low. A high trust polity is presumably an environment with 
less antagonism and fewer transaction costs in dealing with the state and politics. This 
potential contextual effect of political trust has to date found relatively little attention 
in the political trust literature.
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Alternatively, the macro-level impact of political trust may be driven by political elites 
who effectuate change via the policy process or set an example to the broader public. 
Politicians might perceive that citizens lack trust in them and adjust their decision-
making accordingly: they might feel that they have less leeway to implement ambi-
tious government policy and adjust their policies or even reform the policy process 
itself in response. Yet, despite firm attention in the literature to the relational nature 
of political trust, scholars have predominantly studied the subject (truster) and 
hardly studied the object (trustee). Only very recently, this gap has started to be filled: 
Weinberg (Chapter 10 in this book) interviewed politicians, showing that (perceptions 
of) political distrust affect politicians personally (raising stress levels) and publicly 
(blame avoidance). Steenvoorden et al. (2024) studied parliamentary debates in four 
countries between 1998 and 2018, concluding that distrust is hardly a substantial point 
of debate and mostly used strategically by politicians to praise their own platform and 
blame others. Both studies found evidence of elite misperceptions of mass trust, and 
little evidence that distrust induces elites to pursue far-reaching change. However, we 
are only beginning to understand how elite perceptions of trust might change their 
incentives and decision-making, whether consciously or not.

1.3	� When is political (dis)trust consequential?
To the extent that political trust has an effect on political outcomes, these effects are 
likely to be conditional. We emphasize three such conditions.

First, effects are likely to depend on the extent to which democracy and democratic 
values are institutionally and culturally embedded (Mishler and Rose, 1997; Norris, 
1999: 2). To the extent that democracies’ institutions are firmly established, able to 
absorb societal transformation and difficult to dismantle, the effects of political dis-
trust will likely be weaker. Similarly, to the extent that there is a reservoir of support 
for the democratic rules of the game, as well as the institutions that give shape to 
democracy, political distrust should be more likely to induce transformation within 
the system rather than of the system itself.

Second, the effects of low trust may depend on the type of untrusting orientation 
in question. We should not only distinguish between high and low trust, but also 
between (dis)trust that is dispositional (regardless of the performance of the trust 
object) and (dis)trust that is evaluative (an outcome of the object’s performance). The 
former includes blind trust and blind (cynical) distrust, whereas the latter are better 
described as skepticism (cf. Norris, 2022) or “mistrust” (Jennings et al., 2021; Lenard, 
2008). These may have different outcomes. Blind distrust is likely to harm the quality 
of democracy because it is unresponsive and does not truly incentivize trustworthy 
behavior. However, blind trust is not evidently a boon for democracy either: it would 
stimulate citizens’ deference to political authorities and to far-reaching policy meas-
ures (Hetherington and Nelson, 2003), discouraging democratic accountability. Blind 
trust should reduce participation beyond ritualistic acts such as voting, because citi-
zens would expect politicians to do what’s right without their input. Blind distrust 
would also presumably reduce conventional participation, because politicians would 
be considered inherently corrupt and unresponsive. By contrast, skepticism is likely Viktor Valgarðsson and Tom van der Meer - 9781035317486
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to stimulate democracy, as it might keep citizens vigilant and boost political engage-
ment (Lenard, 2008; Norris, 2022). Critical citizens’ quest to set things right might 
also induce democratic reform (Dalton, 2004).

Third, the effects of trust are likely to depend on whether any declines are structural 
(and long-term) or sudden (and perhaps temporary). One problem with the political 
trust literature is its lack of a theory of time: we should expect different outcomes 
depending on the longevity of trust declines, but this conditionality has not been 
theorized in the literature. On the one hand, some effects of political trust may be 
visible swiftly. We may, for instance, consider that a short-term drop in political trust 
that coincides with elections may easily lead to a drop in electoral support for incum-
bent (and perhaps other established) parties. Very sudden and substantial collapses of 
trust might also threaten the foundations of a political system; this has arguably hap-
pened in Italy (Franklin and Van Spanje, 2012), Iceland (Önnudóttir et al., 2021), and 
Greece (Teperoglou and Tsatsanis, 2014), particularly after the 2008 financial crisis. 
However, barring such dramatic events, declining levels of trust are generally unlikely 
to immediately undermine any democratic regime or government: the mechanisms 
mentioned above would instead suggest that low trust would gradually erode the 
quality and robustness of government through increasing pressures such as citizen 
resistance to government laws and policies, increasing demands for political reform, 
recurring protest events, and growing electoral representation of more autocratic 
politicians. These consequences of trust for democratic governance should take many 
years to unfold, whereas the effects of trust on electoral outcomes and other discrete 
events (such as widespread protest and even rebellions) could be contemporaneous. 
To understand the effects of political trust, it will be important to pull conjunctural 
and structural trends apart, both in our theory and in empirical analyses.

2.	� Methodological problems and demands

2.1	�T esting great expectations
The literature thus leaves us with several relatively straightforward and important 
empirical expectations about the effects of political trust on the macro level, but also a 
lack of theory on the mechanisms and conditions that may produce these effects. How 
can we know if these expectations hold in reality? Bivariate associations are insuffi-
cient. Those relationships might be spurious, confounded by other variables that cause 
both, and the causal relationship might go both ways. The fundamental predicament 
is that when we see patterns on the aggregate level, we don’t know whether it’s high 
political trust or any other shared factors (such as economic development and growth, 
democratic longevity, or quality of government) that might explain our dependent 
variable of interest. This entanglement of trust with other democratic boons may even 
cause us to miss causal effects of political trust.

Problems such as these are less severe when our dependent variable varies over time 
within countries and when we have data measuring that variation across many coun-
tries, that is, when we have time-series cross-sectional (TSCS) data. Such data allow Viktor Valgarðsson and Tom van der Meer - 9781035317486
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us to test whether higher trust at time t tends to lead to, for example, more effective 
government in t+1 (or t+10), while holding other potential explanatory variables (par-
ticularly the stable features of a country) constant. Unfortunately, we do not always 
have the luxury of such cross-national, over-time data. We will return to this issue 
below, but first we will review what data sources we do have access to.

2.2	�D ata sources
Cross-national surveys with repeated waves measuring political trust (TSCS data) 
are the basis of data required to test macro-level consequences of political trust on 
democracy, where the independent variable is the level (or rate) of political trust in a 
society. The independent variable at the macro level is the level or rate of political trust 
in a society. Political trust rates are commonly simple aggregations (averages or share 
of trusters) of individual-level measures of trust, as derived from more or less repre-
sentative surveys. In recent decades, such data have become increasingly available.

Most surveys measuring people’s political trust simply ask them how much trust (or 
“confidence”) they have in political actors and institutions (primarily government, 
parliament, and political parties). There are exceptions. The first standard survey 
measure of political trust was the “trust-in-government” battery, fielded originally in 
the American National Election Studies (ANES) in the 1950s and regularly since then. 
The main measure in this battery asks respondents whether they think the govern-
ment “can be trusted to do what is right.” Many more nuanced measures of trust have 
been developed in recent times (Jennings et al., 2021; Grimmelikhuijsen and Knies, 
2017; Hamm et al., 2019).

These exceptions notwithstanding, a vast majority of available survey measures of 
political trust (especially those available over a long period) are replications or vari-
ations of the “confidence in institutions” measures used in the World Values Survey 
and European Values Study (WVS/EVS) survey projects: these ask survey respond-
ents whether they have “a great deal” of confidence in the political institution or 
actor in question, “quite a lot” of confidence, “not very much” or “none at all.” The 
Eurobarometer and its sibling projects take a similar but even more straightforward 
approach, simply asking whether respondents “tend to trust” or “tend not to trust” 
each institution.

The WVS/EVS first asked about confidence in parliament in 1981 and added gov-
ernment, political parties, and other institutions from the 1990s onwards; regional 
“barometer” survey projects (such as the Eurobarometer and the Latinobarómetro) 
and other international and regional survey projects (such as the International Social 
Survey Programme and the European Social Survey) followed suit in the 1990s and 
2000s. Table 12.1 presents information for cross-national survey projects that have 
included measures of trust/confidence in either parliament, government, or political 
parties, for those projects that have included such measures in more than ten coun-
try-years at the time of writing. In addition, several national survey projects, such as 
national election studies and general social survey projects in various countries, have 
included variations of measures of political trust over a long period of time. Major Viktor Valgarðsson and Tom van der Meer - 9781035317486
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Table 12.1  �C  ross-national survey projects that have included measures of trust 
in parliament, government, or political parties in more than ten 
country-years

Survey Project N First 
year

Last year Year 
N

Country N

Eurobarometer 657 1985 2023 25 39

Latinobarometro 408 1995 2023 23 19

World Values Survey 295 1981 2023 34 101

European Social Survey 271 2002 2024 23 36

International Social Survey 
Programme

255 1990 2023 23 35

AmericasBarometer 206 2004 2023 14 27

Afrobarometer 188 2002 2021 18 34

European Values Study 145 1981 2018 15 45

European Quality of Life Surveys 98 2007 2016 4 36

Life in Transition Survey 98 2006 2016 3 37

European Election Study 79 2004 2019 3 28

New Europe Barometer 79 1992 2007 13 15

Asian Barometer Survey 73 2001 2021 18 20

Arab Barometer 63 2006 2022 11 12

Candidate Countries 
Eurobarometer

52 2001 2004 4 13

EU Neighbourhood Barometer 47 2012 2014 3 16

AsiaBarometer 38 2003 2007 5 22

Integrated and United 35 2007 2009 3 18

Caucasus Barometer 27 2008 2021 11 3

Consolidation of Democracy in 
Central and Eastern Europe

26 1990 2001 7 14

International Social Justice 
Project

18 1991 1996 2 13

Asia Europe Survey 17 2000 2000 1 17

Eurasia Barometer 17 2001 2011 3 9

New Baltic Barometer 12 1993 2004 4 3

Political Action—Political 
Ideology

11 1974 1981 5 8
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strides have been made toward harmonizing these sources in recent years by various 
researchers, including the “HUMAN Surveys” project (Klassen, 2020), the TrustGov 
research project (Valgarðsson et al., 2025), and the “Survey Data Recycling Project” 
(SDR) (Slomczynski et al., 2020).​

As for the dependent variables, systematic cross-national repeated measures of poten-
tial trust outcomes have also become increasingly available.

On the institutional side of things, the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) project—
primarily based on expert surveys—has gradually become the primary source of 
data for measures of the quality and nature of democratic and authoritarian govern-
ance, as well as other aspects of politics and society (Coppedge et al., 2016; Varieties 
of Democracy, 2023). The World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators (World 
Bank, 2025a) also offer useful measures of the effectiveness and quality of governance, 
and their World Development Indicators (World Bank, 2025b) contain information 
on various government policies, such as education expenditure and tax revenue, since 
the 1970s.

On the behavioral side, the primary source for voter turnout is IDEA’s Voter Turnout 
Database, which provides data for officially reported voter turnout in every national 
election for parliament and president around the world since 1945 (IDEA, 2024). The 
Mass Mobilization Project provides data for the occurrence and frequency of pub-
lic protests by year in 166 countries since 1990 (Clark and Regan, 2024) and other 
measures of unconventional participation might be aggregated from self-reported 
measures in surveys such as the WVS/EVS. Electoral support for specific political 
parties can be accessed from the ParlGov project (Döring and Manow, 2016) and from 
V-Dem’s “Varieties of Party Identity and Organization” (V-Party) project (Lührmann 
et al., 2020: 4). Particularly in combination with other data on political parties—such 
as from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES, 2025) or the Manifesto Project (2025)—
these data may help characterize party system structure and organization.

2.3	� Aggregation and harmonization
To assess macro-level consequences of trust we need to aggregate survey data and 
derive estimates of aggregate trust levels over time from one or more of the sources 
listed above. This process presents several choices. First, should we dichotomize the 
variables or should we take the average value of responses instead? There are trade-offs 
here: using the full scales preserves more information, but dichotomization results 
in more directly interpretable results (as the percentage of trusting respondents). 
Valgarðsson et al. (2025) find that trends and between-country differences in trust 
are practically identical whichever route is taken (for an alternative view and review, 
see Durand et al., 2021) but robustness checks may be wise. Second, if we do decide 
to dichotomize, what do with “neutral” and scale mid-point responses: should these 
be coded as trusting, lacking trust, or neither? To complicate matters, the answer 
may depend on the survey source. In some surveys, coding mid-points as trusting 
appears to have the best equivalence with other sources, whereas in others the best 
equivalence is found when the mid-point is coded as missing or as lacking trust (see Viktor Valgarðsson and Tom van der Meer - 9781035317486
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Valgarðsson et al., 2025). Third, what should we do about “don’t know” responses? 
One argument is that these should be treated as lack of trust, since these respondents 
do not offer a trusting response when given the chance. A rivaling argument, which 
we tend to favor, states that they should be treated as neither trusting nor lacking 
trust, as they are likely genuinely undecided or ambivalent about whether they trust 
or not (see Graham, 2021).

When we use data from more than one survey source, matters are more complicated 
still: different survey sources tend to use different measures of trust and these are usu-
ally irregularly distributed over time and across countries. In these cases, the data are 
often harmonized by estimating the “true” latent level of political trust in each year 
within each country. For such a purpose, James Stimson (1991) developed his “dyad-
ratios algorithm” in the 1990s and even more sophisticated methods have been devel-
oped since then, using item response theory (Caughey and Warshaw, 2015; McGann, 
2014) and Bayesian latent variable modeling (Claassen, 2019a; Solt, 2020). From these 
models, we get estimates of the true underlying value of trust in each country-year 
which can then be used in aggregate analyses of its consequences on the macro level.

2.4	�D etermining causal effects on the macro level
Finally, we need appropriate panel methods of analysis to model the TSCS data and 
limit the potential for confounders and reverse causation (Beck and Katz, 2011; Bell 
and Jones, 2015; Blackwell and Glynn, 2018) when trying to determine the macro-level 
consequences of trust.

The most basic approach to account for country-level confounders is to simply absorb 
all outcome variation that can be attributed to stable variation across countries by 
modeling fixed country effects. Yet, this eliminates a large part of the variation of 
interest. Random-effects models allow us to include more specific predictors that are 
constant within countries (Bell et al., 2019; Clarke et al., 2015). Traditional random-
effects models, however, also effectively assume that the differences between coun-
tries are the same as those within countries, resulting in estimates that are in effect 
weighted averages of the two. Because of this, Bell et al. (2019) argue that so-called 
“random effects within–between” (REWB) models are more appropriate and increas-
ingly common in political trust research, as these simultaneously but separately model 
the effects of differences in all independent variables between and within countries 
(see also Fairbrother, 2014; Mundlak, 1978). REWB models allow us to distinguish the 
effects of trust levels from those of longitudinal changes. This way, we can model our 
dependent variables on latent estimates of political trust levels across countries over 
time, investigating whether, for example, changes in democratic quality or perfor-
mance can be reasonably attributed to changes in levels of political trust.

All of these methods, in their traditional form, assume contemporaneous effects of 
trust: they model the relationship between trust in time t and the outcome in time t. 
As discussed above, this assumption may not be tenable: in many cases, we expect the 
effects of trust to be gradual, rather than instant. In these cases, we should use time 
lags of trust. How many lags we should include, and how long they should be, depends Viktor Valgarðsson and Tom van der Meer - 9781035317486
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on our theory of time, which in turn depends on the outcome and mechanism that we 
are investigating. For instance, we might want longer lags when investigating demo-
cratic quality than when investigating electoral results. Yet, lacking firm theory, we 
should optimize the fit of the explanatory model to a range of theoretically reasonable 
time lags.

Ultimately, theory should be in the lead when modeling the effects of political trust. 
Above, we argued that these effects are likely to be conditional. This implies that we 
need to conduct models separately for different regime types, or include moderators 
such as democratic quality, democratic longevity, or the electoral system. Moreover, 
the distinction between mistrust or skepticism and distrust (cf. Jennings et al., 2021; 
Norris, 2022) has important methodological implications. Methodologically, we can 
equate mistrust with low levels of trust that are the result of low trustworthiness of 
the object, whereas distrust is detached cynicism (partly) regardless of the trustwor-
thiness of the object. Theoretically, we expect different effects of the two. Absolute 
trust rates conflate mistrust and distrust. A promising approach might enable us to 
construct measures of political trust that separate them, via expected trust scores and 
residuals to the model (van der Meer and Van Erkel, 2024). The core of this idea is to 
first set up models of political trust on time-series cross-sectional data that aim to 
explain political trust by traits of the object of trust (such as output, quality of govern-
ment, etc.). These models provide expected trust scores (levels of trust as expected 
from the trustworthiness of the object) as well as residuals (aberrations from these 
expected scores). The former indicate more or less object-driven trust rates (skepti-
cism), the latter reveal disproportional (dis)trust. This may be a way to explore the 
distinction between mistrust and distrust, skepticism and trust, that is so central to 
the theoretical literature.

3.	� Conclusion

Political trust research seems to be converging to finally answer decades-old scientific 
and political concerns about the supposedly detrimental consequences of distrust for 
the functioning of democracy. Although much political trust research is motivated by 
these theorized consequences, we have lacked the possibilities to put these assump-
tions to the test. Now, most building blocks for these tests are in place. Multiple theo-
retical approaches lead to rivaling expectations on the macro-level effects of political 
trust. The time-series cross-sectional (TSCS) data that are necessary to test these 
expectations have become increasingly available, and will become ever better suited 
to the task as long as survey projects continue to field consistent and regular meas-
ures of political trust. Methods are in place that allow us to model cross-national and 
longitudinal variation simultaneously. Techniques have been developed to harmonize 
measures derived from different data sources, and to separate skeptical mistrust from 
dispositional (dis)trust. From that perspective, we expect a boom of studies on the 
macro-level consequences of political (dis)trust over the next decade: on fundamental 
topics such as democratic quality and regime survival; party system structure; politi-
cal participation and protest; and public policy.
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However, that does not mean these tests will be easy or straightforward. To date, theo-
ries are insufficiently specific about the mechanisms that relate (dis)trust to macro-
level outcomes, and the conditions under which any effect is likely to occur. These 
mechanisms and conditions need to be specified. We also lack firm theories of the 
time it takes before political (dis)trust affects macro-level outcomes. Finally, there are 
rivaling measurement models to aggregating individual-level data on political trust 
from different sources and rivaling methods for modeling tests of macro-level conse-
quences using TSCS data. We hope that these theoretical and methodological differ-
ences will be made as explicit as possible, converge in the near future, and lead finally 
to some robust answers to the foundational questions in our field.
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