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1 Introduction

1.1 The democratic challenge

The legitimacy of the power of a democratic government is derived from 
public consent. As the source of sovereign power, the public has the crucial 
task to grant or withhold support, or ultimately to replace those to which 
power was delegated, based on their perceptions of the functioning of 
their representatives. Hence, democratic accountability lies at the heart 
of representative democracy. The ideal of democratic accountability sets 
high standards for political systems and their citizens. On the one hand, 
it necessitates a responsive and responsible government. This implies 
that political authorities not only produce outcomes that by and large 
meet public expectations, but that they can also be held accountable 
when they do not. On the other hand, it requires citizens to monitor and 
evaluate the performance of their elected officials. Moreover, it implies 
that they consistently use these evaluations when deciding whether or 
not to give their consent. 

Seeing that democratic accountability sets such high standards, it comes 
as no surprise that reality often departs from this ideal. There are certain 
settings in which democratic accountability is more or less feasible. The 
shifting of government powers (both within government as a result of 
fractionalization, and between governments as a result of decentralization, 
Europeanization, and privatization) makes governmental structures 
increasingly complex and decision-making more opaque (Hay, 2007; Mair, 
2013; Rosanvallon, 2008). In these settings, it is hard for citizens to track 
‘who is doing what’ (C. D. Anderson, 2006; Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a; Powell 
& Whitten, 1993). However, within these systems, certain citizens will 
be more able or willing to navigate the political complexity, because of 
interest or knowledge. Taken together, in reality significant heterogeneity 
in the functioning of democratic accountability exists, contingent upon 
both institutional structures and individual characteristics. 

1.1.1 Democratic accountability

Democratic accountability is reflected in the trust that citizens do or 
do not have in their political authorities. The evaluative approach to 
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political trust predicts that citizens’ trust in their representatives and in 
political institutions follows an accountability mechanism: citizens grant 
trust to actors or institutions that function well. As such, accountability 
mechanisms reach beyond the ballot box. Political support, in general, 
refers to “the way in which a person evaluatively orients himself to some 
object through either his attitudes or his behavior” (Easton, 1975, p. 436). 
Political trust then concerns the belief that one’s “own interests would be 
attended to, even if the authorities were exposed to little supervision or 
scrutiny” (ibid, p. 447). This type of diffuse support thereby differs from 
the more cyclical, specific support for the institutions and actors that 
function within a regime, and is commonly considered more fundamental 
for the stability of democratic systems (Easton, 1975). 

To the extent that political trust constitutes a cognitive attitude, it makes 
sense that citizens’ perceptions of the performance of political authorities 
affect the trust that they have in them (van der Meer, 2017a). The trust-
as-evaluation approach has been central to much scholarly work (e.g., 
Clarke, Dutt, & Kornberg, 1993; Dalton, 2004; Hakhverdian & Mayne, 
2012; Hetherington & Rudolph, 2008; McAllister, 1999; A. Miller & 
Listhaug, 1999; van der Meer & Dekker, 2011; van Erkel & van der Meer, 
2016). From the observed positive correlations between performance 
evaluations and political trust, scholars gather that citizens’ decisions 
to extend trust to a political object are guided by bounded rationality. 
However, such evidence provides necessary but not sufficient proof for 
the trust-as-evaluation approach. The crux of the proof of the evaluative 
approach to political trust lies in its conditionality. The trust-as-evaluation 
approach relies on rather strong assumptions, which are commonly 
ignored. For example, it assumes that citizens hold their authorities 
responsible for certain policy outputs, and that they care enough about 
these policy outputs to include them in their trust calculus. Hence, a 
causal relationship between perceptions of performance and political 
trust at the individual level is more complex than commonly assumed and 
depends on the functioning of the underlying causal mechanisms. 

Not only does institutional performance within a political system cover 
a broad range of issues (economy, health care, crime, etc.), each with 
multiple aspects (design, implementation, outcomes), and with different 
(combinations of) political actors involved, but citizens also differ in how 
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they perceive such performances. While one citizen may consider health 
care to be of great salience, and thinks that the local government is failing 
to deliver the goods, another citizen may be very satisfied with how the 
national government handled the financial crisis and may consider this 
to be key. Accordingly, it is not evident what aspect of performance is 
considered in citizens’ trust calculations and who is held accountable for 
this performance. Therefore, this dissertation seeks to explicitly delineate 
the implicit assumptions of the trust-as-evaluation approach from a citizen 
perspective. 

The guiding research question is: What are the critical conditions for 
a relationship between government performance evaluations and 
political trust at the micro level?

1.1.2 General framework 

Figure 1.1 presents the overall framework of this dissertation on the 
contingency of the trust-as-evaluation approach. It depicts the critical 
assumptions for a micro-level relationship between performance 
evaluations and political trust motivated by bounded rationality.

Figure 1.1 Theoretical model of the dissertation 1 

1  Of course, these moderating factors do not exist in a vacuum. Rather, they likely 
correlate (e.g., objective responsibility is related to subjective responsibility). However, it 
is not within the scope of this dissertation to investigate the interlinkages between the 
key conditions (but see Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a; Hobolt, Tilley, & Wittrock, 2013; Rudolph, 
2003b, 2003a, 2016).

Objective 
responsibility

Performance 
Evaluations Political Trust

Salience

Subjective 
responsibility 

Procedural 
fairness
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The first set of conditions deals with the attribution of responsibility. Certain 
institutional arrangements increase the information costs of monitoring 
and evaluating the performance of political institutions. Contextual factors 
such as multilevel governance and coalition governments reduce the so-
called ‘clarity of responsibility’, thereby hampering citizens’ ability to hold 
political authorities accountable for their actions (Powell & Whitten, 1993). 
As such, the relationship between performance evaluations and political 
trust is contingent upon the institutional arrangements of objective 
responsibility. Moreover, perceptions of responsibility also form a key 
condition of the trust-as-evaluation approach. At the micro level, this 
factor lies even closer to the evaluative approach. For trust in government 
to be rationally driven by economic dissatisfaction, an individual needs 
to perceive the national government as responsible for recent economic 
developments (for a similar argument, see Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a; Van de 
Walle & Bouckaert, 2003). 

The second set of conditions acknowledges the diversity of contemporary 
politics. In reality, it is unclear what performance citizens consider for their 
trust calculus, how they consider it, and why. Citizens are not omniscient 
calculators – they do not do all the calculations all of the time (Simon, 
1997). Rather, citizens simplify political choices to get around the high 
information costs of evaluating all political developments (Berelson, 1952). 
The evaluative approach to political trust is conditional on perceptions of 
issue salience, since this determines what aspects of performance are 
considered (Huseby, 2000). Citizens are unlikely to hold their political 
authorities accountable for their performance on issues they do not care 
about. Moreover, when a certain type of performance is considered for 
citizens’ trust judgment, how it is evaluated depends (to a certain extent) 
on other areas of performance. The benchmarks that citizens use constitute 
a blind spot in the literature on political trust (van der Meer, 2017a). 
Benchmarking against other types of performance implies that the effect 
of policy outcomes is conditional on the quality of the process (termed 
procedural fairness). More generally, benchmarking signals the importance 
of simultaneously studying multiple areas of performance for political trust. 
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1.1.3 Contributions 

In uncovering the contingency of performance-based political trust, this 
dissertation aims to make a theoretical and empirical contribution to the 
literature on political trust, while also advancing our understanding of 
democratic accountability more generally.

Within the political trust literature, important work has been done on the 
trust-as-evaluation approach (for good overviews, see Citrin & Stoker, 
2018; Zmerli & van der Meer, 2017). Existing studies have repeatedly 
shown the relevance of retrospective government performance 
evaluations for political trust. Here, the most convincing evidence is found 
at the individual level, where perceptions of government performance 
are consistently related to political trust (e.g., Citrin & Green, 1986; 
Hetherington & Rudolph, 2008; van der Meer & Dekker, 2011). A 
critical limitation of the existing literature is that it takes for granted key 
assumptions of the trust-as-evaluation approach. This is evident from the 
methodological approach. For example, scholars have predominantly 
focused on macroeconomic performance as the key driver of political 
trust. In doing so, they implicitly assume that the economy is salient to 
all citizens, and that citizens perceive the government as responsible for 
economic developments. It is nonetheless an empirical question whether 
this is the case. More generally, the common methodological approach 
largely ignores the individual-level heterogeneity of the relationship 
between performance (dis)satisfaction and political trust. Rather, it 
presumes citizens’ homogenous reactions to government performance 
(but see C. J. Anderson & Singer, 2008; Hobolt & Tilley, 2014b; van Erkel 
& van der Meer, 2016). 

This dissertation aims to makes a theoretical contribution to the 
literature on political trust by presenting an integrated framework on the 
multidimensionality of both political trust and perceptions of institutional 
performance. Within this framework, I explicate the theoretical assumptions 
underlying the trust-as-evaluation approach that result in individual-level 
heterogeneity, such as issue salience and perceptions of government 
responsibility. I thereby depart from the majority of political trust research 
by not necessarily asking if government performance affects political 
trust, but rather how and when. Moreover, this dissertation encompasses 
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a broader scope of areas of government performance including, for 
example, health care, crime prevention, and immigration policies. 
Altogether, the theoretical framework of this dissertation indicates the 
contextual fragility of the trust-as-evaluation approach. 

My study also makes an empirical contribution to the political trust 
literature by providing a more critical test of the trust-as-evaluation 
approach. The common test of this relationship relies on between-
person comparisons at a single point in time, yet a correlation between 
government performance and political trust does not explain the causal 
mechanisms at work, nor does it provide proof of a causal relationship 
(Marc Hooghe & Zmerli, 2011; van der Meer, 2017b). Rather, these 
correlations could also be spurious (e.g., if an underlying attitude such 
as general pessimism explains both the negative evaluation and political 
distrust), or it could result from reversed causality (e.g., if people use 
predispositions of a political object to evaluate its performance). Various 
scholars have acknowledged the problematic causality of the evaluative 
approach, especially at the micro level (e.g., Norris, 2011; Van de Walle 
& Bouckaert, 2003; Yang & Holzer, 2006), but very few have tested the 
causal direction.2 

To employ a critical test of the trust-as-evaluation approach, this 
dissertation explicitly models individual-level heterogeneity on the 
key conditions of performance-based trust. Simultaneously, it seeks to 
account for endogenous causal mechanisms resulting from the large 
heterogeneity between and within citizens and between contexts 
(including the possibility of reversed causality). This is done by utilizing 
a unique combination of different types of variation (between countries, 
between citizens, between policy issues, and between time periods) with 
innovative quantitative research methods (such as a new application of 
the Random Effects Within Between framework, cf. B. Bartels, 2008; Bell 
& Jones, 2015). These methods have, to my knowledge, not yet been 
applied in the study of political trust. Yet, they are better equipped to 
pinpoint the causal relationship between government performance 
evaluations and political trust, while controlling for alternative drivers of 
political trust and other endogenous factors.

2  Empirically, a recent study does indeed suggest a bidirectional relationship between 
government performance and political trust (Haugsgjerd & Kumlin, 2019).
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Finally, this dissertation seeks to contribute to our general understanding 
of democratic accountability. Considering the high standards that 
democratic accountability sets for the electorate and the institutional 
structure of a political system, this dissertation illustrates under what 
conditions democratic accountability works (or not) at the level of 
individual citizens. It thereby studies the minimal requirement of 
accountability: whether and under what conditions judgments of 
government performance (regardless of the correctness thereof) are 
sufficient motivation for citizens to extend support to political authorities.

1.2 Theoretical framework and state of the art

Political trust and government performance are complex concepts, both 
consisting of multiple dimensions. The following section will seek to 
uncover the multidimensionality of political trust and regime performance 
evaluations, and aims to provide an integrated theoretical framework 
linking these two concepts together. It will do so in three steps. First, I 
specify how the concept of political trust is used in this dissertation, and 
how this differs from other approaches in the literature. Second, building 
on the trust-as-evaluation approach, I will define regime performance 
evaluations as operationalized in this study. Third, I will theorize the 
relationship between regime performance evaluations and political trust 
and expose the underlying assumptions and essential preconditions. This 
will ultimately result in the theoretical model of the dissertation. 

1.2.1 Defining political trust

Theoretically, political trust is commonly considered a crucial facet of 
democratic legitimacy, essential for the stability and survival of political 
regimes (Almond & Verba, 1963; Easton, 1965, 1975; Tyler, 2006). Especially 
in representative democracies, political trust is a pivotal source that may 
not run dry (van der Meer & Zmerli, 2017). It functions “as the glue that 
keeps the system together and as the oil that lubricates the policy machine” 
(van der Meer, 2010, p. 518), since it serves as a reservoir of goodwill to 
bolster regimes through periods of economic, social, or political crisis 
(Norris, 1999, p. 7). More specifically, a decent level of political trust allows 
governments to ‘get things done’, as it enables them to pursue unpopular 
but necessary public policies (Citrin & Stoker, 2018; Hetherington, 
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2005). At the micro level, political trust increases citizens’ willingness 
to cooperate and comply, because their trust in institutions influences 
whether they confer legitimacy on those institutions (Tyler, 1990, 2006). 

Political trust is easily conflated with concepts such as support, confidence 
in political institutions, and political (dis)satisfaction. However, the concepts 
are not strictly equivalent. One can, for example, be unsatisfied with the way 
the government operates without losing trust in government. Alternatively, 
one can trust a certain politician without casting a vote to actively support 
him/her at the ballot box. As a cause and consequence of this conflation, 
the exact meaning of political trust is rather ambiguous (Norris, 2017; 
van der Meer, 2010). Hence, some theoretical clarification is necessary. 

All concepts capture a type of feeling directed towards the objects of a 
political system (Citrin & Stoker, 2018). This broad conception is captured 
by the umbrella term ‘political support’. Formally defined, political 
support entails “the way in which a person evaluatively orients himself 
to some object through either his attitudes or behavior” (Easton, 1975, 
p. 436), Within this dissertation, political trust is understood as a subset 
of political support. To illustrate the theoretical difference between 
political trust and political support, I will elaborate on three traditions 
within the political trust literature. In doing so, I distinguish between three 
components of political support: the origin, the object, and the type of 
reaction. 

The first tradition sets political trust apart from more general support on 
the basis of its origin (Easton, 1965, 1975). In his traditional theoretical 
framework of system support, Easton (1965) distinguishes between two 
types of political support: diffuse and specific. Diffuse support represents 
a general evaluation “of what an object is or represents […] not of what 
it does” (Easton, 1975, p. 444). It concerns more abstract feelings of 
attachment towards the nation state and its institutions. Diffuse support is 
considered ‘unconditional’, meaning it is independent of short-term utility 
or output satisfaction. Hence, political trust is more affective in nature. 
Specific support, on the other hand, concerns satisfaction with the outputs 
and performance of political authorities. It is evaluative in nature and 
susceptible to short-term fluctuations in short-term utility (Easton, 1965). 
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The distinction between diffuse and specific support becomes more 
convoluted in Easton’s later work, where he identifies two types of diffuse 
support. On the one hand, legitimacy beliefs reflect “the fact that in some 
vague or explicit way [a person] sees these objects as conforming to his 
own moral principles, his own sense of what is right and proper in the 
political sphere” (1975, p. 451). On the other hand, political trust includes 
a judgment that citizens’ “own interests would be attended to, even if the 
authorities were exposed to little supervision or scrutiny” (1975, p. 447).3 It 
is stimulated by citizens’ accumulated experiences with authorities (p. 448), 
where citizens judge “whether the outputs of the system are perceived 
to be consistent and harmonious with the expectations roused by the 
ideological promises and commitments” (Easton, 1965, p. 294). In this 
light, political trust is an expression of diffuse support that is conditional on 
the generalization of political performance (Fuchs & Klingemann, 2011). 
Accordingly, Easton’s conceptualization of political trust goes against his 
initial distinction of diffuse and specific support on the basis of origin.

A second tradition instead discriminates political trust within the general 
framework of political support based on its object. Norris (1999, 2011) 
and Dalton (2004) differentiate between a list of political objects within 
a political system: the political community, the regime’s principles, 
performance, and institutions, and the incumbent authorities. Political 
support can be directed to each of these five objects. It is assumed 
(though often implicitly) that the ordering of the objects by degree of 
abstraction corresponds with a shift from specific to diffuse support. 
Specific support is only extended to concrete objects such as elected and 
appointed office holders. Diffuse support, by contrast, can be directed 
towards offices themselves, the regime’s principles and institutions, and 
the political community at large. Within this list of objects, political trust 
is seen as political support directed specifically towards the regime’s 
political institutions (most notably, parliament and government) and the 
regime’s procedures (e.g., procedural rules).

The list of objects of political support is, however, broader than originally 
defined by Norris (1999, 2011) and Dalton (2004). Within multilevel 
governing structures, political objects are not exclusively structured within 

3  This distinction is also referred to as structural and ideological legitimacy (Easton, 1965, 
1975).
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a single political system. As a result of the decentralization of government 
power, subnational units (provincial and local governments) have become 
increasingly autonomous, with growing political responsibility and 
political saliency (Johns, 2011; Muñoz, 2017). At the same time, European 
integration generated a supranational political system that is also able 
to define, constrain, and (to some extent) implement policies. Each 
government layer has its own political system, consisting of a consolidation 

of political objects (actors, institutions, a political community). As such, 
political support can be directed to an object (such as the government) 
at the local, national, or European level. The multilayered configuration 
of the overall democratic system is commonly ignored by the literature 
on political support, yet it is key to an updated understanding of political 
support (and with that, political trust) – particularly in the European Union 
(Muñoz, 2017). 

A third tradition differentiates between political trust and other subsets of 
political support based on the type of reaction. Here, what distinguishes 
political trust from the other attitudes is that it is relational, situational, 
and that it deals with a degree of risk. As clearly phrased by Bauer and 
Freitag (2018, p. 16), the notion of trust includes “a truster A that trusts 
(judges the trustworthiness of) a trustee B with regard to some behavior 
X in context Y”. In this case, trust constitutes a judgement by the subject 
to accept vulnerability to the potential will of the object by granting the 
object power over some good that is of value to them (Warren, 1999, 
p. 1). Because trust is relational, it is rooted in characteristics of the 
object and the subject. As such, this third tradition presumes a degree 
of heterogeneity on the basis of political trust, where under certain 
conditions trust is more or less feasible. 

An example of such a condition is the level of information of the 
object. Cognitive accounts of trust emphasize that the subject needs 
sufficient information of the object to come to a judgment of trust. 
Political trust (rather than interpersonal trust) shifts the object from an 
individual person to the government as a whole, a political institution, 
or a group of people within government. According to Hardin (1999), 
this increases the complexity of the trust relationship to such a degree 
that sufficient knowledge of the object is impossible (one cannot directly 
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know these objects), and therefore it would be irrational for citizens 
to trust their government. Other scholars, however, have pointed out 
that the requirement of having information on all individuals within an 
institution may be too radical, and that trust is also possible in instances 
of incomplete information on the object.

In this dissertation, I depart from the first tradition by considering political 
trust as evaluative in nature, though not directly susceptible to short-
term variations in output performance. It concerns a generalization or 
accumulation of citizens’ perceptions of system output or the performance 
of a political object. Following Easton (1975, p. 448), “in time, such 
sentiments may become detached from the authorities themselves and 
take the form of an autonomous or generalized sentiment towards all 
incumbent authorities and perhaps the regime as well”. As such, political 
trust is situated in a grey area where it is neither strictly specific nor strictly 
diffuse, but shares characteristics of both. 

I join the second tradition by considering political trust to have an 
object, but argue that this does not solely concern political institutions 
and regime procedures. Political trust can also be directed to individual 
actors (the minister president, a local councillor) and to the consolidation 
of political objects (European politics). 

In line with the third tradition, I consider political trust to be an evaluation 
of a relationship between a subject and an object that involves risk on 
the part of the subject. Hence, a certain degree of vulnerability is key 
for a trust relationship (Slovic, 1993). But I argue that this vulnerability 
is two-fold: on the one hand, the subject is vulnerable because it lacks 
perfect knowledge on the future actions of the object (Theiss-Morse, 
Barton, & Wagner, 2015). This makes trust different from support, which 
may also be expressed when one is perfectly certain about the outcomes 
(van der Meer, 2017c). I thereby go against Hardin’s (1999) argument by 
stating that political trust is especially relevant in instances of imperfect 
information. For their trust judgment, citizens would nonetheless seek to 
maximize their knowledge of the political object by gathering information 
from direct and indirect experiences, but it will not be perfect. On 
the other hand, the subject is vulnerable to the actions of the object, 
because the outcomes of these actions matter to him/her. In other words, 
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they rely on the outcomes. This makes trust different from confidence, 
which entails a belief in the capacity of an actor to perform effectively, 
regardless of the weight attached to the outcome by the subject (Norris, 
2017). Because citizens differ in the amount of information they have on 
a political actor, and the types of outcomes they care about, I presume 
significant heterogeneity in the foundation of political trust.

It should be noted that while a disentanglement of political trust from 
the general family of feelings directed towards the objects within a 
political system is helpful from a theoretical perspective, empirically 
citizens may not distinguish between the different types of attitudes 
such as trust, confidence, and support, or between their trust in different 
objects. There is no consensus within the literature on whether citizens 
differentiate in their attitudes towards their political system. Some argue 
that political trust is a one-dimensional attitude, meaning that support for 
different objects (such as trust in parliament, government, politicians, and 
democratic satisfaction) load on a single dimension (Marien, 2011). This 
suggests that they all measure approximately the same. Others, however, 
emphasize cross-country differences in the ordering of the objects on this 
dimension (van der Meer & Ouattara, 2018). The lack of consensus is 
strengthened by the scarcity of survey items covering the full range of 
the multidimensionality of political trust (Citrin & Stoker, 2018). Without 
such diversity in the measurement of the objects, levels, and attitudes of 
political trust, it is impossible to conclude whether citizens meaningfully 
distinguish between and within the various dimensions.

1.2.2 Normative desirability of political trust

Political trust is conventionally treated as a pro-democratic value, ensuring 
the effectiveness and durability of democratic governments (e.g., 
Dalton, 2004). However, the absence of trust need not be detrimental 
for democracy (Citrin & Stoker, 2018; van der Meer, 2017c). Here, it 
is important to specify the different facets of political trust. I consider 
political trust to be a continuum, running from trust to distrust. To trust 
reflects a positive evaluation by the truster of the trustee in a situation of 
uncertainty. Yet, a lack of trust does not simply equate to the presence 
of distrust, which concerns a settled judgment that the object is not 
trustworthy (Citrin & Stoker, 2018). The absence of trust can also take the 
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form of mistrust when the final judgement entails a lack of trust, rather 
than active distrust. Mistrust could thus be seen as a neutral category 
on the trust continuum (neither trust nor distrust). Closely related but 
not equivalent to the different facets of the political trust continuum is 
scepticism. Scepticism is part of the bigger family of citizens’ feelings 
towards political authorities. While some scholars perceive scepticism as 
a middle category between positive trust and active distrust (Mishler & 
Rose, 1997; Norris, 2017), I consider scepticism to be an active attitude in 
which a trust judgement is suspended until the subject gathers sufficient 
information on the object (cf. van der Meer, 2017c). 

With respect to the desirability of trust, I believe both extremes of the 
continuum (i.e. absolute trust and distrust) are unwanted in a democracy. 
From a normative point of view, democracy presumes a positive critical 
attitude of the public directed towards an institution’s running of things. 
The settled judgement of complete trust or distrust in a political authority, 
especially if it is not fed by the utter success or complete failure of this 
authority, is normatively undesirable. Following a sceptical stance, 
citizens should continuously update their trust levels, depending on 
the functioning of their political authorities. In other words, what is 
problematic for democracy is unresponsive political trust or blind (dis)
trust (Citrin & Stoker, 2018). Hence, the core concern of political trust 
is not a specific level below which representative democracies face 
challenges. For political trust of any level to be ‘healthy’ for democracy, it 
needs to be responsive to political performance. 

1.2.3 Defining performance evaluations

If political trust is evaluative in nature, this begs the question: what do 
citizens evaluate, and how? The literature on evaluation-based political 
trust has predominantly focused on economic outputs as the content 
of citizens’ performance evaluations, with only very few exceptions 
(cf. Kumlin, 2002; Lühiste, 2014). Within this dissertation, performance 
evaluations within a political system are considered to be more diverse, 
and constructed of multiple components. In the following section, three 
components will be considered in reference to the performance of a 
political system: the topic, the orientation, and the source. 
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With regard to the first component, the topic, Dalton (2004, p. 63) has argued 
that “democratic politics is first of all a social contract whereby governments 
perform certain functions in exchange for popular support”. These functions 
are determined by the responsibilities granted to the government by the 
people. In contemporary democracies, government responsibility covers a 
wide span of policy topics, such as the economy, public welfare services, 
and environmental policy (Huseby, 2000). On the basis of each of these 
policy topics, performance can be evaluated. As such, citizens can be 
dissatisfied with the economic performance of a political system, but can 
be pleased with the functioning of welfare state services within a country. 

The second component of performance evaluations refers to the 
orientation of the evaluation. Within a political system, evaluations of 
performance can be input-oriented, output-oriented, or throughput-
oriented (Scharpf, 1997, 1999; Schmidt, 2013). Input-oriented evaluations 
judge the performance of a government on the basis of the participatory 
quality of the process leading to the generation of laws and policies 
(Scharpf, 1999). Hence, such performance encompasses degrees of 
responsiveness, accountability, and deliberation of the government with 
and by the people though elections (van der Meer, 2017a). Alternatively, 
output-oriented evaluations deal with the quality of the outcomes of a 
political system and refer to the effectiveness and efficiency of government 
policy for the people (Scharpf, 2003). Evaluations oriented towards 
throughput processes instead focus on the fairness and transparency 
of the governance process and the degree of professionalism of the 
actors (Rothstein, 2009). With respect to these performance orientations, 
alternative classifications are depicted within the literature. Norris (2011), 
for example, combines input and throughput evaluations in a category 
of ‘process evaluations’. This category includes degrees of corruption 
and the fairness of procedures, which affect both input and throughput 
processes. Similarly, Van de Walle and Bouckaert (2003) argue that, 
in reality, output and throughput or process performance are often 
intertwined due to the nature of government performance: public welfare 
services are often produced and consumed at the same time. 

Third, the source of performance evaluations forms another key 
component. Perceptions of performance of the political system can 
either be sociotropic (based on the national situation) or egotropic 
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(based on one’s personal situation). Sociotropic perceptions of, for 
example, the economy consist of an evaluation of the national economy, 
while egotropic perceptions concern a person’s satisfaction with his/her 
personal financial situation (one’s ‘pocketbook’) (Kinder & Kiewiet, 1979). 
Closely related to this, performance evaluations can be formulated at 
the macro, meso, and micro level. Macro-level evaluations consist of 
the perceptions of performance for the polity as a whole on the basis 
of national criteria, meso-level evaluations constitute group perceptions 
of government performance (the effects of government performance 
for ‘people like me’), while micro-level evaluations focus on individual 
judgements (Ansolabehere, Meredith, & Snowberg, 2014). Moreover, 
performance evaluations can be specific, concerning only a single topic, 
or general, when it is a generalization of performance evaluations across 
a combination of policy areas. The overall performance evaluation of a 
political object is not necessarily constructed by the summation of the 
policy topics it bears responsibility for. Rather, one or more policy areas 
can determine citizens’ general performance perceptions (Van de Walle 
& Bouckaert, 2003).

Figure 1.2 Multidimensionality of performance evaluations

As summarized in Figure 1.2, this dissertation defines performance 
evaluations within the political system as a multidimensional concept, 
including various topics, orientations, and sources. The exact content of 
these performance evaluations is dependent on the unique combination 
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of these dimensions (resulting in, for example, micro-level evaluations on 
the process quality of welfare state services, or macro-level perceptions 
of the outcomes of environmental policy). 

Before moving on, I would like to highlight a critical point in reference to 
these performance evaluations, which is that perceptions of performance 
are not independent of the object (i.e. the one evaluated) or of the 
subject (i.e. the one that evaluates). Regarding the subject, people 
sensibly vary their expectations of performance and the benchmarks 
against which performance is evaluated (C. J. Anderson & Singer, 2008; 
van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017).4 People may also employ heuristics 
or shortcuts for their general evaluations, like using their pocketbooks to 
evaluate the national state of the economy. Accordingly, citizens will differ 
in their perceptions of the same economy. Evaluations of government 
performance are also likely dependent on the object, since they are, for 
example, coloured by partisanship (L. M. Bartels, 2002; Duch & Palmer, 
2002; Samuels & Hellwig, 2010) or by predispositions toward a level of 
government such as the EU (Tilley & Hobolt, 2011). Here, political trust 
itself can function as a “running tally of how people think the government 
is doing at a given point in time” (Hetherington, 2005, p. 9). As such, 
in practice, performance evaluations of the political system are shaped 
by an interplay between subject and object characteristics. To a large 
extent, I incorporate this entanglement in my empirical approach by 
explicitly modelling subject heterogeneity while controlling for important 
object characteristics (such as partisanship). Moreover, throughout my 
dissertation, I reflect on this matter, and have taken additional steps to 
deal with the endogeneity risk.

1.2.4 Trust-as-evaluation approach

The trust-as-evaluation approach postulates a causal relationship between 
performance evaluations and political trust. In this view, trust in political 
authorities depends on retrospective evaluations of performance. This 
approach finds its origin in Easton’s (Easton, 1965, 1975) system model, which 
predicts a feedback loop where “evaluation of outputs and performance may 
help to generate, and probably at all times will help to sustain, confidence 
in the authorities” (1975, p. 449). Since then, the evaluative mechanism 

4  I will return to this point in my discussion.
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underlying political trust has been of interest to many scholars (e.g., Dalton, 
1999; A. Miller & Listhaug, 1999; Norris, 1999, 2011; van der Meer, 2017a). 

Despite its popularity in empirical studies, the theoretical reasoning 
behind the trust-as-evaluation approach is rarely made explicit. I have 
defined political trust as an expectation of a relationship that encompasses 
a degree of risk due to uncertainty regarding the future behaviour of the 
object within a specific domain and the subject’s dependence on the 
outcomes. When deciding whether the object is trustworthy, the subject 
gathers information about the object to predict its future behaviour. 
The most valuable source of information is the object’s retrospective 
performance, since it is intuitive that an evaluation of past performance 
improves the prediction of an object’s prospective performance (even 
though it is no guarantee). As formulated by Van der Meer (2017a, p. 276), 
“[a]t its core, it makes sense that the performance of institutions affects the 
trust that people have in them, at least to the extent that trust is a more 
or less rational evaluation.” If, following Easton’s definition (1975, p. 447), 
political trust constitutes a feeling “that interests [are] attended to even 
if the authorities were exposed to little supervision or scrutiny”, current 
or recent performance of these very same authorities form a rationale for 
such feelings of trust (van der Meer, 2017a, p. 276). In other words, political 
trust is driven by performance satisfaction, because it enables citizens 
to make a confident prediction of their authorities’ future behaviour. 

Figure 1.3 depicts the complete causal sequence of performance-based 
political trust. At the bottom, for a relationship between government 
performance and citizens’ trust judgments to exist, citizens need to first 
observe and evaluate political procedures and outcomes. Second, they 
need to use these evaluations when deciding whether to extend trust 
to a political authority (van der Meer, 2017b). This second relationship 
forms the crucial linkage of the trust-as-evaluation approach, for it shows 
whether citizens judge political authorities on the basis of their own 
perceptions (regardless of the correctness thereof). If this is not the case, 
then a causal relationship between macro-level performance and micro-
level political trust driven by an evaluative approach is simply impossible. 
Seeing that the fulfilment of these requirements will vary per individual 
and per context, the trust-as-evaluation approach anticipates a large 
degree of heterogeneity at the individual level. 
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Regarding the grant causal scheme, evidence for a relationship between 
objective performance and political trust is mixed. While some scholars 
find significant effects for objective macro-economic performance (e.g., 
Clarke et al., 1993; Lipset & Schneider, 1983; Marien, 2011; A. Miller & 
Listhaug, 1999; Mishler & Rose, 2001; van Erkel & van der Meer, 2016), 
others do not find any or at best very few effects (Dahlberg & Holmberg, 
2014; Hakhverdian & Mayne, 2012; van der Meer, 2010; van der Meer & 
Hakhverdian, 2017). Nonetheless, existing research has repeatedly found 
subjective evaluations of performance to be positively related to political 
trust (both at the micro and macro level) (e.g., Citrin & Green, 1986; 
Hetherington & Rudolph, 2008; van der Meer & Dekker, 2011), although 
its explanatory strength strongly varies across countries, individuals, and 
points in time (Magalhães, 2014). In other words, large heterogeneity 
indeed exists in the degree to which political trust is motivated by 
performance (dis)satisfaction. 

Figure 1.3 The causal scheme of the trust-as-evaluation approach

1.2.5 Causes of heterogeneity

An important explanation for the perception-performance paradox – as 
van der Meer (2017a) refers to the discrepancy between the effects of 
objective and subjective performance – and the significant variation in 
the effect of subjective performance comes from citizens’ heterogeneous 
reactions to institutional performance. There are two important factors 
that contribute to such individual-level heterogeneity, which together 
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form the key conditions of evaluation-based political trust. 

First, these heterogeneous reactions to performance stem from variations 
in who citizens perceive as responsible for certain outputs. As discussed, 
a political system has multiple objects and each of these objects can be 
held accountable for disappointing outcomes. At the micro level, for trust 
in government to be rationally driven by economic dissatisfaction, for 
example, an individual needs to perceive the national government as 
responsible for recent economic developments (for a similar argument, 
see Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a; Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2003). Hence, 
judgments of responsibility form the “principal mechanism by which 
citizens hold representatives to account for their actions, since it is those 
judgments that intervene between evaluations of policy outcomes and 
voting behavior” (Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a, p. 10). In theory, responsibility 
attributions have long been recognized as an important precondition 
for a relationship between policy judgments and political behaviour 
(Abramowitz, Lanoue, & Ramesh, 1988; cf. Feldman, 1982; Fiorina, 1981; 
Lau & Sears, 1981; McAllister, 1999; A. Miller & Listhaug, 1999). Easton 
(1975, p. 438) himself acknowledged that for political support to be driven 
by evaluations of performance, it is essential that the individual “attribute[s] 
causative force to the behavior of the authorities”. Empirically, however, 
attributions of responsibility are commonly implied but rarely explicitly 
modelled (see for an exception: Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a). When scholars 
observe a correlation between economic performance and political 
trust, they presume that this is because citizens hold their government 
accountable for economic developments. It is nonetheless an empirical 
question whether this causal mechanism holds. 

When considering responsibility as a crucial moderator for performance-
based political trust, it is important to distinguish between objective 
responsibility and subjective responsibility.5 The first refers to the 
obligations that political institutions have within a political system. In 
a system of multilevel government, objective responsibility for policy 
is divided between the various levels of government. Subjective 
responsibility, on the other hand, refers to whether a political institution 

5  In the literature, this distinction is also referred to as functional and causal responsibility 
(Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a).
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is blamed or credited for certain events because it is considered to 
have caused the event through their behaviour (Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a, 
p. 10). Objective responsibility does not necessarily imply subjective 
responsibility, where levels of government can also be held responsible 
by citizens for policy areas over which they have little power, and vice 
versa. Subjective attributions of responsibility form the necessary 
precondition for an evaluative mechanism underlying the relationship 
between performance evaluations and political support. Yet, it is also 
important to understand how the trust-as-evaluation approach is affected 
by institutional divisions of power. 

Second, individual-level heterogeneity in the effect of subjective 
performance stems from an individual’s personal values. These personal 
values directly affect how individuals evaluate certain political procedures 
and outcomes, because they establish the criteria against which such 
performance is evaluated. Moreover, personal values form an important 
condition of the relationship between existing perceptions of performance, 
because they determine what type of performance is considered in one’s 
trust calculus. In practice, it is unlikely that citizens consider the full range 
of the multidimensionality of political performance in their trust judgment. 
Rather, they consider a combination of different types of performance 
depending on what they perceive as important (issue salience). Citizens 
are unlikely to hold their political institutions accountable for performance 
on issues they do not care about. Accordingly, the explanatory power 
of economic satisfaction regarding political trust varies simply because 
citizens base their trust judgements on different policy issues. Moreover, 
perceptions of issue salience play an important role, because they guide 
citizens’ attention and knowledge. Research shows that people pay closer 
attention to information on issues they prioritize, and hence tend to be 
more knowledgeable about these issues (de Vries & Giger, 2014; Krosnick, 
Visser, & Harder, 2005; Luskin, 1990; Sears, Lau, Tyler, & Allen, 1980). These 
salience perceptions can be the result of various individual-level variables, 
such as personal experiences and self-interest, partisanship, or ideology. 

Perceptions of salience are implicitly assumed in research on performance-
based political trust, but rarely explicitly modelled. For example, scholars 
have predominantly focused on economic performance as the one that 
is “critical to overall public support of government” (A. Miller & Listhaug, 
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1999, p. 216). In doing so, they assume that the economy is the policy 
issue that is most salient for all individuals. The influence of other policy 
areas has largely been ignored, with a few notable exceptions that find 
that evaluations of welfare state services, including education, health care, 
and social security, positively affect political trust (Huseby, 2000; Kumlin, 
2007; Lühiste, 2014; A. Miller & Listhaug, 1999). Moreover, with respect to 
the orientation of performance, trust research has predominantly looked 
at policy outcomes, thereby implying that this is what citizens care most 
deeply about. Yet, procedural fairness theory predicts that people care 
about the decision-making and implementation process preceding the 
output. The procedural fairness effect hypothesizes that citizens are even 
willing to accept unfavourable outcomes if processes are perceived as fair. 

In sum, perceptions of responsibility and personal values function as 
the key conditions of the trust-as-evaluation approach at the individual 
level. Together, these assumptions imply significant individual-level 
heterogeneity within the trust-as-evaluation approach, since people 
differ in terms of whom they hold responsible and what performance they 
consider. While such individual-level heterogeneity is commonly ignored 
in political science research, this dissertation specifically examines the 
contingency of the relationship between subjective performance and 
political trust. In doing so, this dissertation contributes to an updated 
understanding of evaluation-based political trust. Taken together, the 
following combination of research questions is investigated:

What are the critical conditions for a relationship between government 
performance evaluations and political trust at the micro level?
	 To what extent is the effect of government performance evaluations on 

political trust conditional on objective government responsibility? (2)
	 To what extent is the effect of government performance evaluations on 

political trust conditional on subjective government responsibility? (3)
	 To what extent is the effect of government performance evaluations 

on political trust conditional on perceptions of salience? (4)
	 To what extent is the effect of government performance evaluations 

on political trust conditional on process perceptions? (5)
	 To what extent is political trust driven by other types of performance 

than economic outcomes? (2,3,4,5) 
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1.3 Methodological approach 

To answer these research questions, this dissertation relies on a variety 
of large-N quantitative survey data. This is in line with the common 
approach in political trust research. This methodological approach 
enables me to a) employ large variations in subjective institutional 
performance and political trust (between and within individuals, between 
and within countries, across time periods, across policy issues and levels 
of government) to test the trust-as-evaluation approach, b) isolate the 
causal mechanisms while controlling for endogenous factors, and c) 
compare my findings across different contexts. It is, however, not the only 
research method conceivable, and it also has its limitations (as I critically 
reflect on in Chapter 6). Qualitative and experimental methods could 
have provided valuable insight into the research problem, yet I have 
chosen not to rely on these methods. 

I did not employ qualitative methods because, even though I assume that 
trust is evaluative, citizens may not be entirely aware of the processes 
underlying their trust judgments. The link between performance 
satisfaction and political trust may happen automatically or may have 
been formed over a longer period. Accordingly, asking people directly 
about their motivations for their levels of political trust through qualitative 
interviews could yield different or inconsistent answers, simply because 
the respondent had not consciously thought it through until that moment. 
Moreover, pursuing such a strategy would have made it more difficult to 
test my argument in a large variety of settings, and I would not have been 
able to isolate the causal mechanisms.

In addition, most of the research questions of this dissertation do not lend 
themselves to experimental research. The theorized contingency of the 
trust-as-evaluation approach predicts that citizens with different levels of 
knowledge and values respond differently to institutional performance. 
Because of this complexity, it would be difficult to model each of these 
underlying causal mechanisms in an experimental setting. 
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1.3.1 Research designs

Within my quantitative approach, I employ a number of specific designs 
(see Table 1.1 for an overview). First, to identify the evaluative basis of 
political trust, I utilize a large amount of variation in citizens’ performance 
perceptions and their levels of political trust in three different levels of 
government using cross-national survey data (including individual-level 
and country-level variation) using multilevel regression techniques. To 
understand the influence of different types of performance, I include 
a large variation in terms of policy issues and simultaneously regress 
them on political trust. Next, to identify the causal sequence, I employ 
an autoregressive model on panel data (thereby studying longitudinal 
variation). Finally, to identify the key conditions and to control for 
spuriousness, I separate within-person variation from between-person 
variation using a new application of the Random Effect Within Between 
(REWB) framework on cross-sectional survey data (B. Bartels, 2008; 
Bell & Jones, 2015). This allows me to test the effect of performance 
evaluations on political trust while controlling for all variation resulting 
from differences between individuals (cluster confounding), including 
the different standards that citizens employ to judge government and 
general measurement errors. Moreover, the REWB framework enables 
me to study variation between policy issues within individuals.
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1.1.1 Case selection

The cases considered in this dissertation include 27 EU member states, 
and more in-depth studies of the Netherlands and Norway. Following its 
motto ‘united in diversity’, the EU constitutes a multilevel governance 
system that ensures a certain degree of homogeneity between countries 
(as a result of membership requirements on the quality and stability of 
democratic institutions and the vitality of a country’s economy). Along 
these membership criteria, there is significant room for variation between 
the different member states. Hence, the EU provides a relevant site to 
investigate the contingency of performance-based political trust, since it 
allows for comparability between citizens in different countries.

As for the single country studies, the Netherlands and Norway are valid 
cases for testing the conditions of performance-based trust. Both are stable 
and established democracies, commonly portrayed as consensual political 
systems, with a low threshold of representation, low levels of partisanship, 
and high levels of political trust (Haugsgjerd, 2019; Norris, 2011). In both 
countries, political trust fluctuates over time (see Textbox 1.1), similar to 
most other Western and Northern European countries (Torcal, 2017). As 
will be shown in the subsequent chapters, there is, however, significant 
heterogeneity in political trust within the countries’ populations. Both 
countries constitute large welfare states, with the government holding 
many responsibilities. Some of these policy responsibilities have been 
displaced to other levels of government (predominantly to the local level). 
Moreover, there is also significant variation in government performance 
over the past ten years, fuelled by the financial crisis, the refugee crisis, 
and fluctuating oil and gas revenues (Norway). 

Evidently, my freedom in case selection was limited by the availability of 
data. The research questions investigated in this dissertation place high 
demands on the data: they require substantial variation in performance 
satisfaction and political trust, data on different levels of government, 
and explicit survey questions on perceptions of responsibility and 
personal values in order to model the key conditions. Accordingly, not 
a lot of data sources meet these requirements. The ultimate choice of 
cases was therefore driven by a combination of substantial and practical 
considerations.
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Textbox 1.1: Trends in political trust
 
Figure 1.4 depicts the mean political trust per country every two 
years between 2002 and 2016, as well as the country mean across 
all years (the red circles). What stands out is that political trust varies 
strongly, both between countries and within countries across time. 
Political trust is particularly high on average in Denmark, Switzerland, 
Luxemburg, and Norway, while Eastern European countries such as 
Bulgaria, Croatia, and Poland repeatedly report low levels of political 
trust. Within countries, particularly strong changes were observed in 
Spain, Greece, Cyprus, and Italy. 

Figure 1.4 Political trust (mean) per country per year. Measured using 
an index of trust in parliament, political parties, and politicians (scale 
0-10). Source: ESS 2002-2016.
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1.4 Outline of the empirical chapters

The empirical chapters of this dissertation are structured such that each 
tackles a key assumption of the performance-trust dynamic, starting with 
macro-level institutions and ending with micro-level experiences. These 
chapters are based on independent research articles, some of which were 
co-authored. Accordingly, some degree of repetition exists between the 
theory sections of different chapters. 

Chapter II investigates how institutional arrangements within the EU affect 
citizens’ abilities to hold their government accountable for economic 
and health care performance. It borrows from and extends key insights 
from the literature on performance voting. More specifically, it studies 
the conditioning role of institutional clarity of responsibility. Here, clarity 
of responsibility is not only conceptualized as power diffusion within 
the national government (horizontal clarity of responsibility), as is the 
traditional approach in the literature. Rather, diffusion of power between 
levels of government (vertical clarity of responsibility) is also considered 
to affect democratic accountability. In other words, power diffusion is 
understood as a two-dimensional construct. Moreover, in this chapter, 
two types of democratic accountability are considered: the effect of 
performance evaluations on incumbent popularity (specific support) and 
political trust (diffuse support). As such, it studies the degree to which 
poor performance is generalized beyond the incumbent government to 
the system as a whole. 

Chapter III investigates the underlying assumption of an accountability 
mechanism driving political trust in a multilevel system: the idea that 
citizens base their trust in the national government on, for example, 
health care performance, because they perceive the national government 
as most responsible for the state of health care. Hence, this chapter 
investigates the impact of responsibility perceptions on the link between 
performance evaluations and political trust. It does so by simultaneously 
studying citizens’ trust in the local, national, and EU government and 
their evaluations of ten different policy issues using a dataset especially 
designed for this purpose.
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Moving to the personal values that citizens have, Chapter IV puts another 
implicit assumption of the evaluative approach to political trust to the 
test. It studies the role of issue salience for the relationship between 
government performance and political trust. It thereby models citizens’ 
satisfaction with a broad range of policy topics. The underlying idea is that 
for government performance within a certain policy area to affect political 
trust, citizens need to actually care about that specific policy area. This 
chapter acknowledges that citizens differ in what issues they care about 
and that this affects how political trust is generated at the micro level.

Chapter V recognizes that a policy issue can be evaluated on different 
aspects: the quality of the process and of the outcomes. What orientation 
citizens employ when evaluating a policy issue, and how these different 
aspects of performance affect each other, is investigated in this chapter. 
The trust-as-evaluation approach is investigated at the very micro level, 
by considering citizens’ direct interactions with welfare state institutions. 
Here, at the ‘output side of democracy’ (Rothstein, 2009), Chapter V studies 
the detrimental effects of unsatisfactory outcomes of welfare services, as 
well as increased risk perceptions, for political trust. Could these effects 
be mitigated by increasing the fairness and quality of procedures. In 
other words, if citizens perceive the process as fair, do they still punish 
their governments if the outcomes are not what they had wanted?

In Chapter VI, the final conclusions of this dissertation are presented by 
taking stock of the results and illuminating avenues for future research.
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2 Accountability and institutional clarity

How two dimensions of clarity of responsibility moderate accountability 
mechanisms in relation to political support7

2.1  Key findings

· Economic performance is not the only issue on which political support 
is based.

· Accountability mechanisms are hampered by the diffusion of power, 
both within and between levels of government. 

· Performance dissatisfaction is channelled beyond the incumbent 
government to a loss of trust in the political system.

2.2 Introduction

Public support for an incumbent government relies, at least in part, 
on citizens’ evaluations of the policies it produces (e.g., Easton, 1975; 
Norris, 1999). Numerous studies provide evidence for the effects of 
such ‘performance evaluations’ on incumbent popularity (e.g., Duch & 
Stevenson, 2006; Lau & Sears, 1981; Whitten & Palmer, 1999). Yet, research 
also shows that the effect of performance evaluations on government 
support is conditional on the institutional context. In particular, the effect 
of economic conditions on support for governing parties is dependent on 
a country’s so-called ‘institutional clarity of responsibility’ (e.g., Anderson, 
2000; Duch & Stevenson, 2006, 2008; Powell & Whitten, 1993; van der 
Brug, van der Eijk, & Franklin, 2007; Whitten & Palmer, 1999). In countries 
where government responsibility is clear, voters reward or punish 
governing parties at elections, but in countries where responsibility is 
more diffuse, such reward-punishment mechanisms are weaker, or may 
even not exist.

Despite the significance of the clarity of responsibility hypothesis in 
explaining variations in economic voting, the existing literature on 
clarity of responsibility has two limitations. First, and most importantly, 
since its introduction in 1993 (Powell & Whitten, 1993), scholars have
predominantly focused on the horizontal dimension, i.e. on how power is 

7  This chapter is based on an article co-authored with Wouter van der Brug.
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diffused within the government (with a few exceptions, e.g., Anderson, 
2000). Yet, countries also differ substantially in the extent to which power 
is diffused between government levels: local, regional, national, and 
transnational. We will argue that this vertical dimension of power diffusion 
can be expected to be an equally strong moderator of accountability 
mechanisms. Ignoring this second dimension of power diffusion has led 
to a simplistic account of the moderating effect of institutional complexity 
on performance-based government support. 

Second, studies focusing on clarity of responsibility have generally focused 
on vote propensity for the government parties as a dependent variable. 
However, the trust-as-evaluation approach predicts that citizens’ political 
trust in their democratic system (also referred to as system support) is 
(partly) driven by their evaluations of government performance (Huseby, 
2000; Kumlin, 2007, 2011b). The strength of this relationship is likely to 
also be moderated by the horizontal and vertical clarity of responsibility 
(cf. Taylor, 2000). 

To address the first limitation, this chapter tests whether the relationship 
between government performance evaluations and government 
support is moderated by both horizontal and vertical power diffusion. 
We thereby conceptualize clarity of responsibility as a two-dimensional 
construct, consisting of horizontal clarity of responsibility (which focuses 
on power diffusion within one level of government) and vertical clarity 
of responsibility (focusing on power diffusion between different levels 
of government). The two-dimensionality of government clarity has been 
proposed in theory (Lijphart, 1999), but to our knowledge there is only 
one study on government support that empirically takes into account 
both dimensions of the institutional clarity of responsibility.8 

8  This is not to say that scholars have been ignorant of the possible influence of multilevel 
governance on voting behaviour. An important body of literature focuses on how degrees 
of federalism and decentralization affect electoral accountability within a single country, 
by either studying perceptions of responsibility or the extent of economic voting at the 
local level (see e.g., Arceneaux, 2006; Cutler, 2004, 2008; Léon & Orriols, 2016). These 
studies, however, solely focus on one country. On the other hand, some cross-country 
studies have recognized the importance of multilevel governance by including a single item 
of federalism in their institutional clarity scale (Dassonneville & Lewis-Beck, 2017; Hobolt, 
Tilley, & Banducci, 2013). There is, however, no study since Anderson’s (2006) that has 
explored the effect of vertical power diffusion as a separate dimension to horizontal clarity 
of responsibility in a cross-national comparison. 
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Anderson (2006) has shown that multilevel governance and political 
decentralization significantly affect economic voting. We build on and 
extend Anderson’s work by connecting vertical and horizontal clarity of 
responsibility to Lijphart’s (1999) two-dimensional construct of power 
diffusion, by studying its moderating effect across a broader range of issues, 
and by focusing on a different set of countries (27 EU member states).

To solve the second limitation, we study this (moderated) relationship for 
two types of political support: support for the incumbent government 
and political trust. While the former touches upon a person’s support for 
the parties currently in power, the latter taps into the level of support 
for the way the democratic regime works in practice (Linde & Ekman, 
2003). Hence, we study two objects of support: the parties currently in 
government, and the institutions that together make up the national level 
of governance. In doing so, we are among the first to extend the clarity 
of responsibility argument beyond the realm of incumbent popularity. 
Moreover, this approach allows us to investigate whether performance 
dissatisfaction is generalized beyond the incumbent to the political 
system more generally. 

In doing so, we do not only focus on accountability mechanisms on the 
basis of the economy, but also on health care performance. The clarity of 
responsibility argument has predominantly been studied within the realm 
of the economy. However, as noted by Marsh and Tilley (2010, p. 134), “[v]
oters do not simply evaluate the economy and therefore the government, 
but also evaluate the government’s performance across a range of policy 
areas”. A few notable exceptions show that, first of all, performance voting 
also occurs on other issues such as EU integration (de Vries, Edwards, 
& Tillman, 2011), corruption (Tavits, 2007), and social welfare (Hobolt, 
Tilley, & Banducci, 2013). More importantly, these recent findings suggest 
that performance voting within these areas of policy making is equally 
contingent on institutional structures (de Vries et al., 2011; Hobolt, Tilley, 
& Banducci, 2013). Collectively, these findings encourage an extension 
of the type of performance considered when testing the clarity of 
responsibility argument. While the economy is a highly salient topic, it is 
not the only aspect of government performance that citizens care about 
(see Chapter IV). Health care is another highly salient topic, at times even 
more important to citizens than the economy (Bélanger & Meguid, 2008).
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By addressing these limitations, this chapter takes important steps towards 
a better understanding of the role of governmental power diffusion (or 
clarity of responsibility) in shaping citizens’ attitudes towards political 
authorities. This chapter employs data from the European Election 
Studies 2009, the Quality of Government Database (2009), and the OECD 
Fiscal Decentralization Database. Our findings show that evaluations of 
government performance in both policy domains (the economy and health 
care) affect not only support for the incumbent government but also trust 
in the political system, especially when government responsibility is clear.

2.3 Theory and hypotheses

A key component of electoral accountability presumes that citizens hold 
incumbents accountable for their performance over the past electoral 
period by voting for or against them. As argued by Kuklinski and West, 
“after all, nothing is more fundamental to popular control than the idea that 
citizens hold officials accountable for their collective actions” (Kuklinski & 
West, 1981, p. 437; Nannestad & Paldam, 1997). This punishment-reward 
mechanism has been of interest to many researchers (i.e. Dalton, 1999; 
Kumlin & Stadelmann-Steffen, 2014; Miller & Listhaug, 1999; Norris, 
1999, 2011). It is also the basis of much of the economic voting literature, 
where scholars have studied the influence of the economy on government 
popularity and election outcomes (C. J. Anderson, 2000, 2007; Dalton, 
2004; Taylor, 2000; van der Brug et al., 2007). The prediction is that 
incumbent parties are held accountable for the state of the economy and 
will be rewarded if the economy does well, but will be punished by the 
electorate in bad economic times. 

Empirically, numerous studies have shown that incumbent popularity is 
indeed linked to the state of the economy (for an overview, see Lewis-
Beck & Stegmaier, 2000). Objective indicators of a country’s economic 
situation, such as GDP, inflation, and levels of unemployment, but also 
public perceptions of the state of the economy, seem to be systematically 
related to incumbent support. However, while there is plenty of evidence 
for a relationship between economic conditions and government support, 
the strength of this relationship varies across countries and over time (Duch 
& Stevenson, 2006; Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a; Powell & Whitten, 1993; van 
der Brug et al., 2007). Moreover, some scholars have argued that citizens 
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base their evaluations of the government’s performance not just on the 
economy, but also on other policies such as health care and education 
(Kumlin, 2002, 2007, 2011b). Here too, however, the relationship between 
evaluations and government support seems anything but constant. 

Some recent studies investigate the possibility that government 
performance, in areas such as the economy, not only affects incumbent 
popularity but trust in the political system more generally (Hobolt & Tilley, 
2014a; Huseby, 2000; Kumlin, 2004, 2013; Taylor, 2000; van der Meer & 
Hakhverdian, 2017; van Erkel & van der Meer, 2016). In comparison to the 
popularity of the incumbent government, political trust is a “more general 
and abstract quality of the political system […] with potentially more serious 
consequences for the system itself” (Huseby, 2000, p. 11). Empirical 
results are not entirely conclusive. Evidence that objective government 
performance affects political trust is mixed and at times even contradictory 
(see van der Meer, 2017a for an overview). However, at the subjective 
level, citizens’ perceptions of government performance in policy areas 
such as the economy, health care, and social insurance are strongly and 
consistently related to trust in the national government (e.g., Citrin & Green, 
1986; Hetherington, 1998; Huseby, 2000; Kumlin, 2007; Lühiste, 2014).

A possible explanation for these mixed findings is that the complexity 
of how government institutions are organized influences the ease with 
which citizens hold their authorities accountable. In other words, the 
relationship between evaluations of government performance on the 
one hand, and government support or political trust on the other, is 
conditioned by the political institutional arrangements which determine 
the clarity of responsibility for policy outputs (Anderson, 2007; Kumlin 
& Stadelmann-Steffen, 2014; Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2003). This 
argument has been well established in the economic voting literature 
(Duch & Stevenson, 2006; Hellwig & Samuels, 2008; van der Brug et 
al., 2007; Whitten & Palmer, 1999), but has not been extended to other 
subfields of political behaviour.9 Hence, the question remains of whether 
institutions play a similar mediating role in the relationship between 
government performance evaluations and political trust, as they do for 
performance-based government support (Taylor, 2000). 
9  Apart from Taylor (2000), who looks at the influence of ‘fuzzy’ lines of responsibility 
on political participation and system affect, but only finds a consistent relationship for the 
former, and De Vries et al. (2011), who look at EU issue voting. 
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We think that there are good reasons to expect this to be the case. If 
the national government is clearly responsible for certain policies, and 
if citizens evaluate these policies negatively, then we expect this to 
undermine not only confidence in the government itself, but also citizens’ 
trust in the overall political system. After all, it seems reasonable to expect 
that a political system which produces ‘bad’ policies will be evaluated 
less positively than a political system that produces ‘good’ policies. 
However, when citizens are critical of outcomes that are not (clearly) the 
result of the government’s performance, the effect on the evaluation of 
the political system is expected to be smaller. In practice, the distribution 
of government responsibility is rather complex. The degree to which a 
national government is responsible for policy outputs differs per issue 
and per political system. In one country, responsibility for an issue such 
as health care may be divided amongst many actors, while in another 
country, the national government may bear sole responsible for the same 
issue. Such diffusions of government power across issues are likely to have 
consequences for the relationship between evaluations of government 
performance and government support or political trust.

Despite its long tradition within the economic voting literature, the 
concept of clarity of responsibility is somewhat ambiguous. The label 
‘clarity’ suggests that the concept refers to the ease with which citizens 
can connect policy outputs to those responsible for these outputs within 
the government. Yet, the concept itself, and its measurement in particular, 
reflect the formal responsibilities that the national government holds, 
and the degree to which government power is diffused (cf. Lijphart, 
1999). The measures of clarity of responsibility tap into the institutional 
complexity resulting from power diffusion. Scholars then assume that 
these institutional complexities make government responsibility less 
clear for average citizens, but they do not explicitly model citizens’ 
perceptions. So, in some ways it would be more accurate to speak of 
‘power concentration’, or its reverse ‘power diffusion’, instead of ‘clarity of 
responsibility’.10 However, in view of the fact that the concept of clarity of 
responsibility is widely used within the economic voting literature, we will 

10  We are not the first to raise these issues, both with respect to confinement of the clarity 
of responsibility argument to the economy and regarding the ambiguity of the concept 
itself. Hobolt and colleagues (2013) have also criticized the original measurement of clarity 
of responsibility for conflating a number of things, including the formal institutional rules 
and the traits specific to the incumbent government.
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continue to use the term interchangeably with institutional power diffusion.

In general, then, we expect the effect of policy evaluations on incumbent 
popularity and trust in the political system to be positively conditioned 
by the institutional diffusion of powers (or clarity of responsibility). When 
government power is centralized and when it is clearly controlled by a 
small number of actors, citizens are better able to monitor and evaluate 
government performance, and to hold those actors responsible, than 
when power is diffused in many ways. So, clarity of responsibility is likely to 
boost the effect of policy evaluations on government support. However, 
we expect policy performance to also affect trust in the system as a whole. 
Adjusting one’s level of system support would then function as an alternative 
way of holding political institutions accountable, parallel to the vote. This 
is facilitated by clear settings of government responsibility (Hobolt & Tilley, 
2014a; Hobolt, Tilley, & Banducci, 2013). We therefore hypothesize that:

H1: The effect of evaluations of government performance on incumbent 
support at the national level is positively moderated by the concentration 
of government power.
H2: The effect of evaluations of government performance on trust in the 
national political system is positively moderated by the concentration of 
government power.

When it comes to the moderating impact of the diffusion of government 
power for performance-based political trust (H2), there is, however, no 
scholarly agreement on the direction of the interaction effect. We have 
outlined why we expect the interaction effect for system support to 
be in the same direction as for government support. However, Kumlin 
(2004) has suggested that the moderation might work in the opposite 
direction, where poor performance has a particularly strong negative 
effect on system support when accountability does not function well, i.e. 
when clarity of responsibility is low (Taylor, 2000). So, rather than a spill-
over from discontent with the government to discontent with the overall 
political system, the possibility to hold the government accountable 
could prevent an erosion of political trust in the political system as a 
whole. While we agree that this is a theoretical possibility, we do not 
expect this to be supported empirically, for two reasons. First, the limited 
research on the topic suggests that there is a spill-over from specific to 
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diffuse support (Easton, 1975; Magalhães, 2014; Zelle, 1995). Second, 
diffuse support tends to be relatively high in ‘low clarity countries’ such 
as Denmark, Sweden, and the Netherlands (Bovens & Wille, 2008; Norris, 
2011; Zmerli, Newton, & Montero, 2007). 

2.3.1 The two-dimensionality of governmental power diffusion

Lijphart (1999) introduced the idea of power diffusion/concentration as 
a two-dimensional construct. He classifies democratic systems along 
two dimensions of power dispersion: one pertaining to the separation 
of power within the same political institutions (the executive parties 
dimension), and one describing the diffusion of power between different 
institutions and government levels (the federal unitary dimension) 
(cf. Anderson, 2000). Since then, however, empirical studies have 
predominantly studied power diffusion (or clarity of responsibility) as a 
one-dimensional construct. The horizontal dimension, i.e. the diffusion of 
power within the national government, is most dominant in the economic 
voting literature. Only a handful of studies have explored the effect of 
vertical power diffusion, i.e. the diffusion of power between different 
levels of government, on performance voting (C. D. Anderson, 2006; 
and to some extend: Arceneaux, 2006; Cutler, 2004, 2008). We will now 
elaborate on the meaning and measurement of both dimensions of power 
diffusion, and how these dimensions matter for the relationship between 
government performance evaluations and political support. 

Horizontal clarity of responsibility is low when power is dispersed among 
multiple actors within the national government as a result of coalition and/
or minority governments, bicameral opposition, and lack of cohesion of 
the major governing parties. Powell and Whitten (1993) designed an index 
of (horizontal) clarity of responsibility, which measures the concentration 
of responsibility for government policies at the national level. They 
demonstrate that higher institutional clarity of responsibility results in a 
stronger relationship between (economic) performance evaluation and 
support for the incumbent government.11 Since this publication, several 
scholars have used this index in differing versions and contexts, generally 

11  Originally, the index contained five items that serve to diffuse/clarify government 
responsibility: cohesion of the major governing party or parties, a strong participatory 
and inclusive committee system in the legislature, a bicameral opposition, a minority 
government, and a coalition governments (Powell & Whitten, 1993, p. 399–403).
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resulting in similar findings (C. J. Anderson, 2000; Duch & Stevenson, 
2006, 2008; Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a; Hobolt, Tilley, & Banducci, 2013; van 
der Brug et al., 2007).

Horizontal power-sharing hampers democratic accountability by blurring 
partisan accountability for specific policies (de Vries et al., 2011). When 
there are numerous actors involved in policy-making, it is difficult for 
citizens to hold a single party accountable for the outcomes of government 
policies. Furthermore, power sharing structures may encourage 
government actors to behave differently and to employ blame-avoidance 
strategies. Tavits (2007), for example, demonstrates that power diffusion 
affects the prevalence of corruption, with low-clarity settings facilitating 
higher levels of corruption. Taken together, we expect this dimension of 
power diffusion to particularly affect evaluations of policy areas that are 
predominantly perceived within the domain of the national government, 
and where government power is rarely displaced to other government 
levels, such as health care and social insurance (Kumlin, 2004, 2011b). 

The vertical dimension of power diffusion is defined as the division of 
government power between different levels of government (i.e. local, 
regional, national, and transnational) (Anderson, 2006; Hobolt et al., 
2013). Multilevel governance implies that the responsibility for policy-
making is spread across different government levels, rendering it difficult 
for citizens to know ‘which government is doing what’ (Cutler, 2008; 
Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a; Hobolt, Tilley, & Banducci, 2013; Johns, 2011; 
Soroka & Wlezien, 2004). As such, vertical power diffusion is most likely to 
play a role in policy areas for which different levels of government share 
responsibility. 

Anderson (2006, p. 452) designed an index to measure vertical clarity 
of responsibility, similar to Powell and Whitten (1993), including seven 
items on multilevel governance: the existence of a federal institution, 
the presence of elections for regional levels of government, the extent 
of territorial autonomy, and four types of fiscal decentralization. With 
this index, Anderson finds that economic effects in national elections 
are weakened by the presence of multilevel governance. He shows that 
degrees of decentralization in particular affect voters’ ability to hold the 
government accountable. Unlike Powell and Whitten’s (1993) index, 



42 | Chapter 2

Anderson’s (2006) index of vertical clarity of responsibility has not been 
as widely applied to studies on economic voting.

This is somewhat surprising, as recent publications strongly suggest 
that multilevel governance and degrees of decentralization can impede 
democratic accountability. More specifically, studies on responsibility 
attributions show that the diffusion of power across different levels of 
government increases information costs for voters when deciding whom 
to blame/praise for policy outputs by making it more difficult for voters to 
‘point the finger’ (Cutler, 2008; Hobolt & Tilley, 2014b; Johns, 2011; León, 
Jurado, & Garmendia Madariaga, 2018; Léon & Orriols, 2016). These 
responsibility attributions, in turn, moderate the reward-punishment 
mechanism driving incumbent popularity and the degree to which the 
correct actors are held accountable. Furthermore, multilevel governance 
structures can also create incentives for politicians to participate in blame 
shifting and credit taking between different levels of government, thereby 
blurring responsibility even more. 

We build on Lijphart’s conceptualization of power diffusion as a two-
dimensional construct and argue that both horizontal and vertical power 
diffusion can equally hamper citizens’ abilities to monitor, evaluate, and 
punish or reward a government for its performance. Therefore, power 
diffusion between levels of government (the vertical dimension of power 
diffusion) is expected to have a similar but independent conditioning 
effect as power diffusion within the national government (the horizontal 
dimension) on the relationship between performance evaluation and 
incumbent popularity. It is therefore important to simultaneously study the 
conditioning influences of both dimensions of power diffusion. Moreover, 
we expect to find these relationships for both objects of support. Our 
hypotheses are as follows:

H3a: The relationship between performance evaluations and political 
support (for incumbent and political system) is conditioned by the 
horizontal clarity of responsibility.
H3b: The relationship between performance evaluations and political 
support (for incumbent and political system) is conditioned by the vertical 
clarity of responsibility.
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We test our hypotheses across two different policy areas: the economy 
and health care provision. As such, we seek to broaden the notion of 
government performance and of electoral accountability when studying 
the conditions of issue voting and the trust-as-evaluation approach. We 
thereby build on the valuable work of Hobolt et al. (2013) by studying 
whether and how two dimensions of institutional clarity (vertical and 
horizontal) affect electoral accountability on economic and health care 
performance. Although using similar data, the authors have a different 
focus and largely do not explicitly investigate the vertical dimension 
of power diffusion.12 It may be argued that economic performance is 
not directly comparable to health care performance when it comes to 
electoral accountability. While both are considered valence issues where 
consensus exists within society on the standard of performance (i.e. more 
economic growth and high-quality health care is valued by everyone), 
there are three dimensions on which the issues differ. 

First, the nature of citizens’ evaluations of health care may be different 
when compared to their economic evaluations. While objective measures 
of the state of the economy are clear and widely available, objective 
measures of health care provision are much less obvious. As such, citizens 
are likely to rely on personal experiences (or experiences of family 
members) when evaluating health care provision (Kumlin & Stadelmann-
Steffen, 2014).13 Second, party polarization and issue ownership are more 
pronounced on the economy than on health care. Parties take clearer 
economic positions, and this may shape citizens’ evaluations of economic 
performance, depending on which party is in government. 

Third, the national government has more exclusive responsibility for 
health care in comparison to the economy. While the economy is 
traditionally seen as a crucial aspect of government performance, the 

12  Hobolt et al. (2013) conclude that electoral accountability for health care and the 
economy is primarily shaped by government clarity (the extent to which there is an 
identifiable and cohesive incumbent) rather than formal institutional rules. Nonetheless, 
their null findings of the conditioning effect of institutional structures could be the result 
of their operationalization (i.e. their primary focus on horizontal clarity of responsibility). As 
such, our findings provide an alternative view to the question of electoral accountability.
13  The opposite argument could also be made: citizens experience the direct 
consequences of the economy in their daily lives, while only the old, young, or chronically/
terminally ill have frequent health care experiences. As such, it would be more viable that 
evaluations of the economy are based on egotropic perceptions. 
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actual responsibility of the government for the state of the economy is far 
from clear. The globalization of world markets has limited governments’ 
influence over domestic economic outcomes. As a result, it is no longer 
evident that citizens hold their national governments accountable for 
economic (mis)fortune, rather than international bodies such as the 
IMF, transnational bodies such as the European Central Bank or the 
European Union, or (financial) markets (Hellwig & Samuels, 2007). Unlike 
the economy, however, responsibilities for health care policies are more 
clearly defined within the domain of the nation state. So, to the extent 
that voters use their ballot to reward or punish political authorities for 
their performance, evaluations of health care policies can be expected 
to weigh at least as much in voters’ decisions as evaluations of economic 
policies. Similarly, it is expected that accountability mechanisms for both 
policy issues are hindered by institutional power diffusion. 

2.4 Data and methods

To test our hypotheses, we rely on three different datasets. For the 
individual-level data, we rely on the European Election Voter Study (EES) 
of 2009, a cross-national survey of 27 EU member states (van Egmond, 
van der Brug, Hobolt, Franklin, & Sapir, 2017). The EES was conducted 
in June 2009 following the European Parliamentary Elections. In each EU 
country, a random sample of approximately 1000 respondents was drawn, 
resulting in a total sample size of 27,069. These data are complemented 
by country-level data from the Quality of Government Database (2009) 
and the OECD Fiscal Decentralization Database. 

2.4.1 Dependent variable

We study two objects of political support. First, we test the extent to 
which the relationship between evaluations of policy performance and 
support for the incumbent government is moderated by horizontal and 
vertical clarity of responsibility. Secondly, we study whether evaluations of 
government performance are also generalized beyond the incumbent to 
trust in the political system more generally. 

To measure incumbent support, then, we rely on respondents’ propensity 
to vote (PTV) for a government party. For each party surveyed, respondents 
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were asked how likely it was they would ever vote for that party (on a scale 
of 0 to 10). These questions are designed to measure current electoral 
preferences for parties and are suitable for analysing the causal mechanisms 
generating party choice (e.g., van der Eijk, van der Brug, Kroh, & Franklin, 
2006). Furthermore, unlike the dichotomous variable of party choice, 
the PTV measures allow for analyses of powerful multivariate methods 
(see below). We also created a dummy for whether the party in question 
constitutes a government party, as we will discuss in more detail below). 

To measure political trust, we rely on respondents’ satisfaction with the way 
democracy works at the national level (SWD). This is measured on a four-
point scale, ranging from 0 (‘completely dissatisfied’) to 3 (‘very satisfied’). 
We are aware of the discussions regarding SWD as a measure of political 
trust. Critics point out that the precise meaning of the question is unclear, 
as it can measure multiple things, such as overall democratic performance, 
trust in specific institutions, trust in the incumbent government, and/
or support for democratic principles (Canache, Mondak, & Seligson, 
2001; Kumlin, 2013; Linde & Ekman, 2003). While we share some of this 
criticism, we still think that the question can be validly employed here, 
since the measure largely captures the broad category of general support 
for the functioning of the political system that we wish to examine in this 
part of our study (see also Klingemann, 1999; Kumlin, 2013, p. 167)

2.4.2 Independent variables 

Performance evaluation is operationalized using two questions. First, 
regarding the economy, respondents were asked “What do you think 
about the economy? Compared to 12 months ago, do you think that the 
general economic situation in [country] is…” where answers ranged on 
a 5-point scale from ‘a lot better’ (1) to ‘a lot worse’ (5). Regarding the 
health care system, respondents were asked “Over the last 12 months, 
has the standard of health care in [country] got a lot better (1), a little 
better (2), stayed about the same (3), got a little worse (4) or got a lot 
worse (5)”. For our analyses, we reversed the scales on both items so that 
a higher score meant a more positive evaluation. 

The EES also includes respondent evaluations of immigration, interest 
rates, and climate change. While the patterns for these three issues are 
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similar, albeit less clear, to those for health care and the economy (see 
the appendices), we decided to focus on the first two issues in the main 
text of this chapter. Interest rates and immigration are position issues 
(i.e. divisive issues for which preferences vary), while health care and the 
economy are valence issues where citizens share a common preference. 
As a result of immigration and interest rates being positional issues, two 
questions are required to measure respondent evaluations (i.e. whether 
immigration/interest rates increased or decreased, and whether this 
change is for the better or worse). This hampers a clear interpretation of 
the data. Regarding climate change, respondents were asked whether 
it has become more or less of a problem. Variations in this evaluation 
are likely to be affected by the extent to which respondents agree with 
policies aimed at environmental protection. In addition, we expected 
few respondents to perceive climate change as solely a government 
responsibility. 

2.4.3 Contextual variables

To measure horizontal clarity of responsibility, we rely on the classical 
index of Powell and Whitten (1993). Since there were no cases among 
the 27 European countries in our sample without a bicameral opposition, 
we excluded this measure from the index. Hence our resulting index on 
horizontal clarity of responsibility is composed of four different indicators 
(see Table 2.1). Countries score a 1 or a 0 on each indicator. The sum 
of these scores is divided by four, resulting in a horizontal clarity of 
responsibility index ranging from 0 to 1. A high score on this index means 
a high degree of institutional clarity of government responsibility. 

To measure (within-country) vertical clarity of responsibility, we employ 
an index including three indicators of decentralization, largely based 
on the work of Anderson (2006, p. 452). Anderson’s index incorporated 
seven indicators of multilevel governance, including the existence of a 
federal constitution, the presence of elections to the regional levels of 
government, the extent of territorial autonomy, and four types of fiscal 
decentralization. He nonetheless found that only the fiscal decentralization 
measures played a role in the relationship between performance 
evaluations and the incumbent vote. For our conceptualization of vertical 
clarity of responsibility, we therefore include two indicators of fiscal 
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decentralization: local tax revenue and local expenditure, measured 
as a percentage of the government’s total tax revenue or expenditure. 
These two measures are standardized. In addition, a categorical variable 
on the presence of local elections is included, where 0 means neither 
the local executive nor the local legislature are locally elected, 1 means 
the executive is appointed, but the legislature elected, and 2 means that 
both are locally elected.14 Furthermore, to account for power diffusion 
to the supranational level, we include a variable for membership to the 
European Monetary Union in 2009 (0 not a member; 1 member with opt-
out; 2 full member).15 To create a summary index, these indicators are 
added and then normalized to form a scale ranging from 0 to 1. Like the 
horizontal clarity index, a high score on the vertical clarity index means 
a high centralization of power and therefore high clarity of responsibility. 

Table 2.1 Composition of horizontal and vertical clarity of responsibility 
indices (0-1)

Horizontal clarity of responsibility 
(Powell & Whitten)

Vertical clarity of responsibility

Weak committees (0/1) Absence local elections (0/1/2)

Strong party cohesion (0/1) Local tax revenue (0-1)

No bicameral opposition (0/1) Local expenditure (0-1)

Majority government (0/1) European Monetary Union member 
(0/1/2)

Single-party government (0/1)

Figure 1 portrays the distribution of the 27 EU member states along the 
two dimensions of clarity of government responsibility. Countries with 
a high degree of horizontal clarity of responsibility (e.g., Spain) do not 
necessarily also have a high degree of vertical clarity, or vice versa. The 
correlation coefficient is low (r = 0.24), meaning that the two dimensions 
only have 5.8 percent shared variance. This indicates clearly that the two 
indices capture separate dimensions of institutional differences between 
countries.

14  This measure is based on the dpi_mun variable from the Quality of Government 
dataset. 
15  In 2009, EMU members included Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Denmark (opt-out), Finland, 
France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxemburg, Malta, the Netherlands, Portugal, 
Slovenia, Spain, and the UK (opt-out). 
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Figure 2.1 The two-dimensionality of clarity of responsibility16

2.4.4 Control variables

To control for rival explanations of political support, we include gender, 
age (centred), years of educations (centred), political knowledge,17 and 
incumbent support18 at the individual level.19 At the country level, we 
additionally control for levels of corruption (cf. Zmerli & van der Meer, 2017). 

16  For the figures in this dissertation, I employed the graphic scheme ‘plotplain’ (Bischof, 
2017).
17  Measured using a scale of seven items, including both European- and country-specific 
political knowledge questions (Cronbach’s alpha is 0.69). 
18  A dummy variable on whether a person voted for a government party during the last 
general election. Government supporters are coded as 1, others as 0.
19  For the first part of the analyses, focusing on PTV, we followed the procedure proposed 
by van der Eijk et al. (2006): we ran separate regressions on the PTV for each party, including 
the control variables. The predicted values (y-hats) of these individual regressions were 
saved and centred within parties. As such, the y-hats encapsulate all explanatory power of 
our control variables, while controlling for differences between parties in average popularity.



49Accountability and institutional clarity |

2.4.5 Research design

To study support for parties in government (our first dependent variable), 
we generated a ‘stacked’ data matrix where the records represent 
respondent and party combinations (for more details, see van der Eijk 
et al., 2006). Consequently, the dependent variable of the stacked data 
matrix is the observed propensity to support the various parties in the 
country. This raises the problem of how to define meaningful independent 
variables. Our control variables, such as gender and age, may have a 
positive effect on support for one party and a negative effect on support 
for another. When including these variables in the stacked data matrix, 
these effects could even each other out, so that we would wrongly 
conclude that they have no effect on party preferences. As argued by van 
der Brug (van der Brug, 2010, p. 593), the solution to this problem is to 
estimate linear regressions for each party separately, before constructing 
the stacked matrix. The resulting predicted scores of these regressions, or 
y-hats in statistical parlance, are saved, centred around their means, and 
used as the new independent variables. These y-hats are simply linear 
transformations of the original independent variables, scaled according 
to the dependent variable, i.e. the ten-point vote propensity variables.20 
Therefore, they are useful for the analysis of the stacked data matrix since 
they are comparable across parties and countries (ibid). This procedure 
was carried out in the same way for each control variable. The second part 
of the analysis, focusing on trust in the political system, did not employ a 
stacked data set.

Since the data are hierarchically structured, we rely on multilevel linear 
regression modelling (using the ‘xtreg’ command in Stata 13). Our 
models identify two levels of analyses: country of residence (level 2, k) 
and the respondent (level 1, j). For our first model, we are interested in 
support for government parties (government support). The dependent 
variable of this model, however, captures a person’s likelihood to vote for 
a party within a country. While it is possible that all parties benefit from 
positive evaluations of public policies, we expect support for government 
parties to be affected the most. In fact, it is even possible that positive 

20  These scores present problems for the analysis, unless they are centred around the 
same mean for all parties. In practice, we subtract the mean value for each party, turning all 
of them into deviations from zero (van der Brug, 2010, p. 604).
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evaluations of public policies render opposition parties less attractive, so 
that the effect on government parties would be positive and the effect 
on opposition parties negative. To test the effect of policy evaluations 
on governing parties, we include a dummy variable specifying whether 
the party was then in government. This binary variable is then interacted 
with our performance measures to model the difference in effect size of 
these performance evaluations for government and opposition parties. 
The baseline, including random slopes and random intercepts, is derived 
from the following equation:

Level 1: 
Supportjk 

 = β0 + β1 Economic Evaluationjk + β2 Health Care Evaluationjk

 + β3 Government partyjk 

 + β4 Economic Evaluationjk * Government partyjk

 + β5 Health Care Evaluationjk * Government partyjk

 + β6 Yhat control variablesjk+ ejk

Level 2:
β0= γ00 + γ01 Horizontal CoRk+ γ02 Vertical CoRk + γ03 Corruptionk + u0k
β1= γ10 + u1k

With regard to our second dependent variable (political trust), the 
base model, without interactions and with random slopes and random 
intercepts, is derived from the following equation:

Level 1: 
Political Supportjk

 = β0 + β1 Economic Evaluationjk + β2 Health Care Evaluationjk

 + β3 Genderjk + β4 Years of Educationjk + β5 Political Knowlegdejk

 + β6 Vote for Government Partyjk+ ejk

Level 2: 
β0 = γ00 + γ01 Horizontal CoRk + γ02 Vertical CoRk + γ03 Corruptionk + u0k
β1 = γ10 + u1k
β2 = γ10 + u1j
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Cross-level interactions between policy evaluations (at the individual 
level) and clarity of responsibility (at the country level) will allow us to test 
our hypotheses. 

2.5 Results

2.5.1 Government support

In Table 2.2, we study the conditional relationship of evaluations of the 
state of the economy and health care on citizens’ PTV for a government 
party. While respondents who evaluate the economy and health care 
positively in general have higher levels of support for all parties (model 
1), the interaction effects of the evaluations with the government party 
dummy (model 2) tell us that the strength of the relationship between 
performance evaluations and PTV is much stronger when it concerns 
a government party. In other words, support for government parties is 
more heavily influenced by evaluations of the economy or health care 
than support for non-government parties. It is also worth noting that our 
findings show that citizens do not only evaluate the incumbent on the 
basis of the economy. Evaluations of health care strongly and significantly 
predict incumbent popularity (hypothesis 1). More specifically, the 
evaluations of health care have a stronger effect on support for a 
government party than evaluations of the economy. 

Model 3 demonstrates that both horizontal and vertical power diffusion 
condition the degree to which performance evaluations affect support for 
government parties. As second order interactions are difficult to interpret, 
Figure 2.2 provides a visual comparison of the effects of policy evaluations 
on support for government and opposition parties. The effect of economic 
satisfaction on PTV for a government party is moderated by both horizontal 
and vertical clarity of responsibility (the graphs in the first column), although 
the moderating influence of horizontal clarity is somewhat stronger. The 
relationship between health care evaluations and government support 
is strongly conditioned by horizontal clarity of responsibility, but not 
by vertical clarity of responsibility (the graphs in the second column). 

Moreover, support for opposition parties is negatively related to 
evaluations of the economy and health care in systems when horizontal 
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table continues

clarity of responsibility is high (within the national government). While 
democratic accountability is not a zero-sum game in high clarity systems, 
there is to some degree a trade-off. Positive evaluations of policies 
increase support for governing parties, while decreasing support for the 
opposition. This works the other way round as well. If a person evaluates 
government performance negatively, he/she becomes less likely to 
support government parties, while opposition parties become more 
attractive. 

Table 2.2 Hierarchical linear model on the effects of performance 
evaluations and institutional clarity on party support

MODEL 1 MODEL 2 MODEL 3
Economic evaluation 0.07***

(0.02)
-0.07**
(0.02)

0.07
(0.07)

Health care evaluation 0.09***
(0.02)

-0.12***
(0.02)

0.14**
(0.08)

Government party 0.88***
(0.02)

-1.51***
(0.05)

1.56***
(0.19)

Horizontal clarity 0.59
(0.40)

0.40
(0.45)

1.56**
(0.46)

Vertical clarity 0.06
(0.35)

0.24
(0.41)

0.75†
(0.40)

Government party * Economy 0.43***
(0.02)

-0.12†
(0.07)

Government party * Health care 0.63***
(0.02)

-0.08
(0.06)

Government party * Horizontal clarity -3.87***
(0.26)

Government party * Vertical clarity -1.43***
(0.18)

Economy * Horizontal clarity -0.16†
(0.09)

Economy * Vertical clarity -0.09
(0.07)

Health care * Horizontal clarity -0.38***
(0.11)

Health care * Vertical clarity -0.02
(0.08)
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MODEL 1 MODEL 2 MODEL 3
Gov. party * Economy * Horizontal clarity 0.63***

(0.10)

Gov. party * Economy * Vertical clarity 0.43***
(0.07)

Gov. party * Health care * Horizontal 
clarity

1.20***
(0.09)

Gov. party * Health care * Vertical clarity -0.09
(0.07)

Control variables (predicted) 0.99***
(0.01)

0.98***
(0.01)

0.98***
(0.01)

Ideological distance party 0.07***
(0.00)

0.07***
(0.00)

0.07***
(0.00)

Corruption (CPI) 0.02**
(0.00)

0.02***
(0.01)

0.02***
(0.00)

Constant 1.01*
(0.352)

1.67**
(0.59)

0.69
(0.59)

Observations N: 177,191
Groups: 27

N: 177,191
Groups: 27

N: 177,191
Groups: 27

Var (Country intercept) 0.17 0.23 0.22

Var (Individual intercept) 0.68 0.70 0.70

Var (Residual) 10.22 10.06 10.02

Var (Economy) 0.01 0.01 0.01

Var (Health care) 0.01 0.01 0.01

ICC Level 1 0.02 0.02 0.02

ICC Level 2 0.06 0.06 0.06

LR Test (H0: Level-2 Error=0) 4453.55 4491.23 4207.47

HLM with random intercepts and random slopes (covariance unstructured). Tables 
show unstandardized beta coefficients; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 
Sources: EES 2009, QoG dataset, the OECD Fiscal Decentralization Database
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2.5.2 Political trust

Table 2.3 models the conditional relationship of evaluations of the state 
of the economy and the health care on trust in the political system. The 
individual-level relationships (model 4) demonstrate that performance 
evaluations of the economy and the health care system both have a strong 
positive effect on satisfaction with the way democracy works (hypothesis 
2). More specifically, we find that health care evaluations have a larger and 
stronger positive effect in comparison to economic evaluations. For each 
unit increase in health care satisfaction (on a 5-point scale), political trust 
increases by 0.09 (on a 4-point scale). In comparison, for each unit increase 
in economic satisfaction (on a 5-point scale), political trust only increases 
by 0.07 (on a 4-point scale). The control variables operate as expected: 
individuals with higher levels of education and political knowledge, who 
are supporters of a government party and live in a country with low levels 
of (perceived) corruption, tend to have more trust in their political system.
Model 5 introduces our indices of horizontal and vertical clarity. The direct 
effects of these institutional clarity measures are negative but not statistically 
significant. Hence, countries in which power is dispersed, either within the 
national government or between different levels of government, do not 
produce lower or higher levels of political trust. Of interest are the cross-
level interactions introduced in model 6. These show that institutional 
clarity affects the extent to which citizens’ political trust depends on 
their evaluations of the economy and health care (hypothesis 3). More 
institutional clarity within a country generally increases the extent to which 
political support is affected by evaluations of the economy or health care.21 
In other words, when government power is divided and institutional clarity 
is low, citizens’ satisfaction with the way democracy works is much less 
affected by their evaluations of the state of the economy or health care. 

Which dimension of clarity plays a role depends on the issue that is being 
evaluated. Horizontal clarity of responsibility significantly and positively 
moderates the relationship between health care evaluations and 
political trust (Figure 2.3). This means that in countries where horizontal 
clarity is high, indicating that there is an incumbent party that is clearly 

21  We additionally tested for curvilinear interaction effects of horizontal and vertical 
clarity of responsibility on the relationship between economic and health care evaluations 
and political system support and found no evidence for such an interaction effect.
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table continues

responsible, citizens tend to base their trust in the overall system more on 
their evaluations of health care. Alternatively, the degree to which citizens 
base their democratic satisfaction on economic evaluations is positively 
and significantly moderated by the vertical clarity of responsibility 
(Figure 2.4). This suggests that citizens living in countries that are highly 
centralized have a greater tendency to base their level of system support 
on their evaluations of the economy. The same is of course true for the 
opposite: citizens living in countries that have undergone processes 
of decentralization are less likely to base their political trust on their 
economic evaluations. 

Table 2.3 Hierarchical linear model on the effects of performance 
evaluations and institutional clarity on satisfaction with democracy

MODEL 4 MODEL 5 MODEL 6
Economic evaluation 0.10***

(0.01)
0.10***
(0.01)

0.07*
(0.03)

Health care evaluation 0.15***
(0.01)

0.15***
(0.01)

0.12***
(0.03)

Horizontal clarity -0.09
(0.19)

-0.30
(0.22)

Vertical clarity -0.08
(0.16)

-0.05
(0.18)

Economy * Horizontal clarity -0.02
(0.04)

Economy * Vertical clarity 0.10**
(0.04)

Health care* Horizontal clarity 0.08*
(0.04)

Health care * Vertical clarity -0.05
(0.03)

Gender 0.01
0.01

0.01
0.01

0.01
0.01

Years of education 0.00***
(0.00)

0.00***
(0.00)

0.00***
(0.00)

Political knowledge 0.02***
(0.00)

0.02***
(0.00)

0.02***
(0.00)

Supporter government party 0.23***
(0.01)

0.23***
(0.01)

0.23***
(0.01)
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MODEL 4 MODEL 5 MODEL 6
Corruption (CPI) -0.02***

(0.00)
-0.02***
(0.00)

-0.02***
(0.00)

Constant 0.65***
(0.17)

0.74***
(0.20)

0.84***
(0.21)

Observations N: 25,198
Groups: 27

N: 25,198
Groups: 27

N: 25,198
Groups: 27

Var (Level-1 error) 0.54 0.54 0.54

Var (Level-2 error) 0.06 0.05 0.05

Var (Economy) 0.00 0.00 0.00

Var (Health care) 0.00 0.00 0.00

ICC 0.10 0.09 0.09

LR Test (H0: Level-2 Error=0) 1779.75 1738.80 1689.13

HLM with random intercepts and random slopes (covariance unstructured). Tables 
show unstandardized beta coefficients; † p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** 
p < 0.001. Sources: EES 2009, QoG dataset, the OECD Fiscal Decentralization 
Database.

 
Figure 2.3 Marginal effects plot of health care evaluations on 
satisfaction with democracy for different degrees of horizontal 
clarity of responsibility (95% CI). Source: EES 2009.  
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Figure 2.4 Marginal effects plot of economic evaluations on satisfaction 
with democracy for different degrees of vertical clarity of responsibility 
(95% CI). Source: EES 2009.

2.6 Discussion and conclusions

It is important to consider power concentration (or clarity of responsibility) 
as a two-dimensional construct, because horizontal and vertical clarity both 
affect the extent to which citizens hold their government accountable for the 
current state of affairs. Government power can be dispersed among actors 
within the national government (which implies a lack of horizontal clarity of 
responsibility), and among different levels of government – local, regional, 
or national (implying low degrees of vertical clarity of responsibility). 
Both dimensions independently condition the degree of issue voting 
within a country. Horizontal clarity affects accountability mechanisms on 
perceived economic and health care performance, while vertical clarity 
particularly conditions accountability within the area of the economy. 

As such, our study extends our knowledge of retrospective performance 
voting. First, the economic voting literature tends to focus predominantly 
on horizontal clarity of responsibility (e.g., Anderson, 2000; Duch & 
Stevenson, 2006, 2008; Powell & Whitten, 1993, van der Brug, van der 
Eijk, & Franklin, 2007; Whitten & Palmer, 1999). But our study predicts 
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that vertical clarity of responsibility is at least as important. Second, we 
have examined the conditioning effect of this two-dimensional clarity of 
responsibility, not just for government support, but also for trust in the 
overall democratic system. Not only do we show that citizens’ satisfaction 
with the way democracy works at the national level is equally affected by 
how they evaluate the economy and health care provision (hypothesis 2), 
we additionally demonstrate that the strength of this relationship varies 
across political systems with different distributions of government power. 
This suggests that accountability mechanisms affect more than just 
incumbent popularity, but also challenge citizens’ trust in their political 
system, especially when government responsibility is clear.

Our study has two additional limitations. First, we are likely to overestimate 
the degree of performance-based retrospective voting, due to obvious 
and well-known endogeneity problems between performance perceptions 
and government party support (e.g., Duch & Palmer, 2002). This also holds, 
to a lesser degree, for the relationship between performance evaluations 
and political trust (Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a). However, while the strength of 
the relationship between these perceptions and government support is 
likely to be overestimated, we see no reason why this would also be the 
case for the moderating effect of power diffusion, which is the focus of 
this study. Second, our analyses only capture a small component of the 
dispersion of government power to the supranational level. Following the 
important work of Hellwig and Samuels (2007), we believe that degrees 
of globalization are another important dimension of transnational power 
diffusion that affects perceived government responsibility. As such, we 
urge future research to build on and extend our index on vertical clarity of 
responsibility by encompassing a broader range of transnational power 
diffusion.

The next step would be to study in more detail how the diffusion of 
government power affects individual behaviour and attitudes. More 
specifically, we suggest that there are (at least) four possible explanations 
for why the dispersion of government power affects the relationship 
between policy evaluations and incumbent support at the individual level. 
The first and most logical explanation would be that power diffusion affects 
how much responsibility citizens attribute to the national government 
for certain policy areas, i.e. their perceptions of responsibility (Chapter 
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II). Although the limited research on these perceptions of responsibility 
suggests that citizens are no responsibility experts (Cutler, 2008, p. 638), 
their attributions seem meaningfully shaped by institutional differences in 
government power (Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a). 

The second possible explanation is that the diffusion of government 
power affects the certainty by which citizens attribute responsibility to 
the national government. Cutler (2008) notes that the certainty of these 
responsibility perceptions is a component as yet ignored in research. 
Third, the diffusion of government power may influence the way politicians 
behave. Intergovernmental entanglement provides politicians with tools 
to shift blame to alternative actors (C. D. Anderson, 2006; Cutler, 2008). 
Finally, the distribution of government power may influence media 
coverage on different policy areas. More specifically, the media 
predominantly covers the activities of national governments, which vary 
as government responsibility is dispersed. We highly encourage future 
research to further investigate the link between governmental power 
diffusion, both horizontally and vertically, and the reward-punishment 
mechanism driving government support. Most likely, the answer to 
why institutions matter is a combination of all the above-mentioned 
explanations.

In sum, our findings make a strong case for the existence of ‘contingent 
accountability’ (C. J. Anderson, 2007). Democratic accountability 
functions best in high clarity systems. When power is not diffused 
between different actors, either within the government or between 
levels of government, citizens hold incumbent parties accountable for 
policy outputs and frustrations are channelled beyond the incumbent to 
the system as a whole. On the other hand, when governmental power 
diffusion is high, the support for governing parties is not (or hardly) driven 
by evaluations of government performance, nor is citizens’ trust in their 
political institutions. Furthermore, opposition parties do not receive 
equal credit or blame for policy outputs. Quite the contrary, in high clarity 
systems, democratic accountability is a zero-sum game: if government 
performance is evaluated positively, a person is more likely to support 
government parties and less likely to support opposition parties.
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3 Responsible government, responsive citizens?

The impact of responsibility perceptions on the link between performance 
evaluations and political trust22

3.1  Key findings

· Large heterogeneity exists within and between individuals in their 
responsibility attributions.

· Perceptions of government responsibility form a crucial condition 
for the trust-as-evaluation approach, but only within individuals and 
after a certain threshold.

· Findings strongly suggest that mechanisms other than accountability 
are driving between-individuals correlations.

· Perceived responsibility also has a positive direct effect on political 
trust.

3.2 Introduction

The trust-as-evaluation approach assumes that people provide and 
withhold trust by holding governments accountable for policy outcomes. 
Various scholars have tried to grasp this accountability mechanism by 
focusing on the effect of performance evaluations on political trust (e.g., 
Huseby, 2000; Kumlin, 2004, 2007; A. Miller & Listhaug, 1999). We seek 
to make a theoretical and empirical contribution to the current literature 
by addressing two limitations of the common approach to studying 
performance-based political trust.

A first limitation is that the theory of the trust-as-evaluation approach 
assumes the attribution of causal responsibility, but empirically 
perceptions of responsibility are rarely modelled. When citizens reward 
a government when things are going well, or punish a government when 
they are dissatisfied with its policies, scholars generally assume that 
they see this government as responsible for these positive or negative 
developments (Arceneaux, 2006; Arceneaux & Stein, 2006; Cutler, 2008; 
Rudolph, 2003a, 2006). It is, however, an empirical question whether this 

22  This chapter is based on an article co-authored by Tom van der Meer & Wouter van 
der Brug.
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assumption holds. It could well be the case that voters have very diffuse 
images of who is responsible and simply blame all politicians alike when 
things are going badly. In particular, a system of multilevel government 
imposes great cognitive demands on citizens, as it requires information on 
the responsibilities and jurisdiction of each level of government. As noted 
by Johns (2011, p. 54), “where there are multiple levels of government, 
often with different parties (or combinations of parties) in office, each 
developing its own record, the simple reward-punish model becomes 
much more complex” (cf. Chapter II). 

A second, more methodological limitation of the existing literature is 
that the impact of performance evaluations on trust is commonly studied 
by making comparisons between citizens. Those who tend to be more 
positive about the policies enacted also tend to be more supportive of the 
government. However, this does not provide sufficient evidence for the 
evaluative mechanism behind political trust (Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 
2003). We simply do not know whether differences or changes in political 
trust are due to a true cognitive punishment-reward mechanism or due 
to alternative explanations resulting from differences between individuals 
such as general societal pessimism. In other words, there is a hefty ‘mood’ 
or response-style component related to studying correlations between 
political trust and performance evaluations. As we discuss in more 
detail below, we address this problem by comparing within individuals, 
between policy fields, and between different levels of government. While 
previous studies have merely acknowledged the endogeneity problem, 
our research design demonstrates the full extent of this endogeneity. 

The missing link in the existing literature is the conditionality of the trust-
as-evaluation approach on perceptions of responsibility (Van de Walle 
& Bouckaert, 2003; van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017). Subjective 
attributions of government responsibility (rather than the objective 
level of responsibility that a government level has) form the necessary 
precondition for an accountability mechanism underlying the relationship 
between performance evaluations and political trust. This chapter presents 
a more systematic test of the trust-as-evaluation approach by introducing 
perceptions of responsibility into the model and by separating variation 
between respondents from variation within respondents. It addresses 
the following question: To what extent is the effect of government 
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performance evaluations on political trust conditional on perceptions 
of responsibility?

To date, only Hobolt and Tilley (2014a, p. 132) have studied how 
subjective attributions of responsibility condition the effects of 
government performance evaluations on political trust. Their results 
present straightforward and compelling evidence for the conditionality 
of the evaluative approach to political trust. They show that the more 
people hold the EU responsible for policies, the more their evaluations 
of these policies affect trust in the EU. Despite the significance of these 
findings, an important aspect of citizens’ trust in contemporary political 
systems is overlooked. In multilevel governments, citizens are likely to 
compare and evaluate the responsibility and performance of government 
levels against each other. Hobolt and Tilley’s (2014a) data only include 
information about trust in one level of government, the European Union, 
and therefore they are unable to differentiate between the mechanisms 
underlying the relationship between performance evaluations and 
political trust. Seeing that their results are based on differences between 
individuals, rather than within individuals, they are unable to rule out 
alternative explanations resulting from general heterogeneity among 
citizens (such as, for example, a discontentment bias).

We employ an alternative approach with three key elements. First, we 
measure political trust for three levels of government (the local, national, 
and European government) by means of the same questions, so that 
we can compare the effects of performance evaluations on trust for the 
different government levels in one integrated model. These measures 
entail both satisfaction with the way democracy works and trust in 
institutions. Second, we assess a wide range of policy fields that differ 
in the actual appointment of formal responsibilities at the three levels 
of government. Third, we isolate within-person from between-persons 
effects to test the mechanisms. Within-person effects provide a crucial 
test of the performance-trust link, as they filter out endogenous causal 
mechanisms resulting from differences between individuals: if trust is truly 
evaluative in nature, one would expect to see variation in the conditional 
effects of government performance evaluations in a range of policy 
fields on political trust within individuals. By testing the conditionality 
of the performance-trust link regarding perceived responsibility, and by 
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simultaneously modelling within- and between-persons effects in one 
model, this chapter presents a stricter test of the trust-as-evaluation 
approach as yet performed in the existing literature.

With this approach, our study addresses the central assumptions in two 
strands of the literature: it specifies the evaluative model that is dominant 
in the literature on political trust (C. J. Anderson & Guillory, 1997; Dalton, 
2004; van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017) and uncovers the clarity of 
responsibility argument dominant in the economic voting literature (C. J. 
Anderson, 2000; Curtis, 2014; Powell & Whitten, 1993; van der Brug et 
al., 2007; Whitten & Palmer, 1999). 

Our analysis requires a case with variation in the objective responsibility 
of government levels across policy domains. The Netherlands constitutes 
such a case. Over the past decades, the Dutch government has engaged 
in processes of European integration, decentralization, and privatization 
in all sorts of policy fields. Consequently, we can simultaneously consider 
policy areas where responsibility is clearly confined to one level of 
government, policy areas where responsibility is more divided among 
different levels of government, and policy areas where responsibility 
is placed largely outside the political realm. This chapter uses survey 
data from the first Dutch Local Election Study (2016), part of which was 
especially designed to analyse the conditionality of the trust-as-evaluation 
approach.

3.3 Theory and hypotheses

The idea that policy performance influences political trust is nothing new. 
Policy feedback is defined as the extent to which government performance 
translates into individual attitudes and behaviours such as political trust. 
Easton’s (1975) ‘system model’ of political processes is considered to 
be one of the main paradigms in research on political support. Easton 
(1975, p. 449) includes in his model a feedback loop where “evaluation of 
outputs and performance may help to generate, and probably at all times 
will help to sustain, confidence in the authorities”. Despite the long-
standing dominance of Easton’s system model, the implied feedback 
loop constitutes one of its least explored elements.
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Regardless of its long existence in theory, policy feedback only reached 
the mainstream of empirical political research in recent decades 
(Kumlin, 2004; Kumlin & Stadelmann-Steffen, 2014; Soroka & Wlezien, 
2004; Soss, Schram, & Mawr, 2007). The majority of existent research 
on policy feedback focuses on one specific outcome: the influence of 
macroeconomic performance on political trust (e.g., Dalton, 2004; Taylor, 
2000), possibly because the regulation of the macro-economy is believed 
to be one of the most salient issues for citizens (Dalton, 1999). But the 
findings are inconclusive. Evidence that objective economic performance 
affects political trust is mixed and at times even contradictory (see e.g., 
van der Meer, 2017a for an overview). Yet, at the subjective level, citizens’ 
perceptions of economic performance are strongly and consistently related 
to political trust (e.g., Citrin & Green, 1986; Hetherington & Rudolph, 2008). 

The limited evidence for the evaluative approach in the economic realm 
has led to scepticism about the explanatory power of performance 
evaluations on political trust (Dalton, 2004; McAllister, 1999). One 
should, however, not prematurely dismiss all performance-type factors 
before extending research on policy feedback beyond the economic 
sphere. As noted by Marsh and Tilley (2010, p. 134), “voters do not 
simply evaluate the economy and therefore the government, but also 
evaluate the government’s performance across a range of policy areas”. 
Alternative fields such as health care and social insurance have rarely 
been considered in relation to political trust. The few existing studies on 
policy feedback in non-economic spheres do nevertheless find significant 
relationships. Kumlin (2007), for example, finds that satisfaction with the 
functioning of democracy is related to welfare state performance (cf. 
Huseby, 2000; Lühiste, 2014 for similar findings). The lack of research 
on the performance-trust link beyond the economy, as well as the small 
number of promising findings, led Kumlin and Haugsgjerd (2017) to claim 
that there is ample room in this area for future research. 

Regardless of whether one studies performance evaluations of the economy 
or the welfare state, the most convincing evidence for performance-
based trust can be found at the subjective level. Subjective measures 
of performance evaluations, i.e. perceptions of performance, rather than 
objective performance measures, are most consistently related to political 
trust. Such a discrepancy between objective and subjective performance 
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evaluations does not necessarily undermine the performance hypothesis. 
On the contrary, the relationship between subjective performance 
evaluations and political trust forms the minimal test of the evaluative 
mechanism underlying political trust. As explained by Curtis (2014, p. 
405 emphasis in text), subjective measures of performance “enable more 
appropriate theoretical tests of the underlying psychological processes 
linking perceptions to outcomes, since what individuals act upon is not 
necessarily what is, but what they perceive to be”. When explaining the 
behaviour of individuals, perceptions are reality (Kumlin, 2011a, p. 114). In 
this way, the relationship between objective evaluations and political trust 
can only hold under the strict precondition that subjective perceptions 
correspond to objective reality (Bouckaert & van de Walle, 2003). Following 
this line of theory, we would hypothesize the following: positive government 
performance evaluations have a positive effect on political trust (H1).

However, when dealing with subjective measures, one faces the difficulty 
of pinpointing the underlying causal mechanisms between evaluations 
and political trust. A cognitive mechanism may drive the relationship 
where performance at different levels of government is carefully evaluated 
and political trust for each of these government levels is affected by these 
evaluations. Alternatively, the relationship may also be driven by other 
differences between individuals, such as a general (dis)contentment bias, 
where general resentment or positivity is displaced onto political objects 
(Bovens & Wille, 2011; Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2003).23 As a result of 
these diverging causal mechanisms, when focusing on between-persons 
relationships, one cannot be certain whether performance evaluations or 
political trust are driving the relationship. The common approach to study 
performance-based political trust is, however, largely based on these 
between-respondent correlations, and in this way it does not provide 
sufficient evidence for the punishment-reward mechanism (Van de Walle 
& Bouckaert, 2003).

23  Regarding the evaluative mechanism, the relationship could also be reversed: low 
levels of trust can lead to poorly evaluated performance (Bouckaert & van de Walle, 2003; 
Haugsgjerd & Kumlin, 2019). A general attitude towards the government (a culture of 
distrust) can serve as a heuristic for evaluating government performance. Although we 
are not able to exclude the possibility of reversed causality completely, our models on 
the variation within individuals allow us to filter out most influences of general attitudes 
towards the government by focusing on within-person variations in trust, evaluations, and 
particularly perceived responsibility. Yet, ultimately, the most stringent test of causality 
requires longitudinal data. We take this on in the discussion.
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A more crucial test of the punishment-reward mechanism involves 
isolating variation between individuals from variation within individuals, 
and simultaneously analysing them in one model (B. Bartels, 2008; Bell & 
Jones, 2015). In such a model, the within-individual effects are not affected 
by differences between individuals, which rules out many alternative 
causal mechanisms, as within-individual effects are derived from the 
differences in an individual’s performance evaluations across different 
policies.24 Evidently, this is no panacea to all possible endogeneity issues, 
as a person’s predispositions about a level of government may influence 
how he/she perceives its performance (see discussion). Nevertheless, 
the isolation of within-person variance does exclude a substantial part 
of the endogeneity problem. A positive within-effect means that policy 
areas which are more positively evaluated lead to more political trust 
in comparison to policy areas which are more negatively evaluated. By 
contrast, between-individual effects are derived from variation between 
individuals in their general performance evaluations of all policy areas. 
A positive between effect means that citizens who evaluate government 
performance more positively on average, in relation to other citizens, 
hold higher levels of political trust in general. While these too could 
be driven by a punishment-reward mechanism, one cannot rule out the 
many alternative causal mechanisms resulting from between-individual 
differences. 

3.3.1 Responsibility perceptions as a key moderator

We go beyond the existing literature by arguing that the effect of 
performance evaluations on political trust should not be unconditional. 
The increased complexity of multilevel democracies makes evaluating 
government performance a ‘daunting task’, since citizens need to be 
aware of the performance and responsibilities of each level simultaneously, 
even though they strongly vary in size, visibility, capacity, and jurisdiction 
(Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a; Muñoz, 2017; Wilson & Hobolt, 2015). These 
information costs make it harder for citizens to allocate clear responsibility 
for outcomes to the correct level of government (C. D. Anderson, 2006; 
Cutler, 2004, 2008; Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a). 

24  Because alternative explanations are ruled out, and because respondents only vary 
moderately in their performance evaluations, there remains only very little variation left to 
explain within-individual effects. As such, it is rather unlikely to find direct within-respondent 
effects of performance evaluations on political support. 
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Theoretically, perceptions of responsibility for policy outcomes are the key 
moderator that ought to condition the relationship between evaluations 
of government performance and political trust (Abramowitz et al., 1988; 
Feldman, 1982; Lau & Sears, 1981; Tyler, 1982).25 Irrespective of the actual 
division of responsibilities between different levels of government, the 
evaluative mechanism will only operate when authorities are perceived 
to be responsible. This is not to say that the objective distribution of 
government power is irrelevant, as these structures may affect the degree 
of perceived responsibility. However, it is not in the scope of this chapter 
to analyse formal responsibility structures, as perceptions of responsibility 
form the principal mechanism by which citizens hold representatives 
accountable for their actions, and it is these judgments that intervene 
between evaluations of policy outcomes and levels of political trust 
(Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a, p. 10). One would expect a stronger effect of 
government performance on political trust if the level of government is 
deemed responsible for such policy outputs.26 

In a neighbouring research area regarding economic voting, a handful 
of studies have tried to incorporate subjective measures of responsibility 
into their models. Marsh and Tilley (2010), for example, find that in the UK 
and Ireland, (economic) evaluations that are attributed to the government 
affect vote choice much more than unattributed evaluations. Rudolph and 
Grant (2002) find a similar effect for perceived presidential responsibility 
on economic voting in the US (cf. Gomez & Wilson, 2003). These studies 
suffer, however, from similar limitations as Hobolt and Tilley (2014a): 
they only focus on one level of government and are unable to pinpoint 
the underlying causal mechanism. Furthermore, their main dependent 

25  For specific support, Easton (1975) too recognized the necessity that individuals 
attribute a causative force to the behaviour of authorities.
26  We are aware that perceptions of responsibility can be affected by predispositions 
about a level of government (group-serving biases). On the national level, several authors 
such as Tilley and Hobolt (2011) and Hobolt, Tilley and Wittrock (2013) have analysed whether 
evaluations and attributions are influenced by prior political beliefs, including partisanship 
and/or feelings about a government level more generally (i.e. whether people are less 
likely to attribute negative developments to their ‘home team’). They find some support 
for selective attributions of responsibility. Such a mechanism is, however, most likely to play 
a role at the national level, where party identities are much stronger. Party identification or 
feelings of passion at the local level are generally much lower. Our correlation matrices (see 
the appendices) show that the perceptions of responsibility are not or only weakly (max. r = 
0.15) related to levels of political trust. We elaborate on the implications of this possibility 
in the discussion.
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variable is vote choice or party support, and findings may not hold for 
political trust.

To the extent that political trust is based on a cognitive evaluation, 
conditional on one’s perception of responsibility, we expect to see this 
moderation effect within respondents. Such a moderation is much less 
likely to play a role between respondents, as this deals with the relationship 
between general performance evaluations and general political trust. 
Whether general political trust is driven by general performance 
evaluations is not necessarily conditional on the general level of perceived 
responsibility of all levels of government due to alternative causal 
explanations that are unaffected by perceptions of responsibility. Hence, 
we hypothesize that the effects of government performance evaluations 
on political trust are moderated by perceptions of responsibility: when a 
governing body is perceived to be more responsible for policy outcomes, 
the effect of performance evaluations increases (H2). 

While the interaction could be linear, we will allow for the possibility of 
a non-linear relationship. In their evaluation of political performance, 
citizens are unlikely to consider actors that they do not see as being 
responsible. Consequently, responsibility perceptions are likely to have 
a weaker marginal effect on performance-based political trust in areas 
where governments are thought to be hardly responsible anyway or in 
areas where people do not have very outspoken ideas about government 
responsibilities. By contrast, one would expect a disproportionally strong 
marginal effect in areas where governments are thought to be highly 
responsible. This suggests that the moderation is likely to be non-linear. 

3.4 Data and methods

To test the hypotheses put forward in this chapter, we employ the first 
Dutch Local Election Study (DLES), which for this purpose includes a 
module on perceived government responsibilities. DLES is embedded 
in the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social sciences (LISS) 
panel, including a high quality randomly selected probability sample 
of all Dutch households. Respondents cannot apply for the panel but 
are selected based on a true probability sample of households drawn 
from the population register by Statistics Netherlands. Panel members 
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are paid a small amount for each completed survey. A computer and 
internet connection are provided to households that could not otherwise 
participate. The panel consists of 4500 households, containing 7000 
individuals, and is refreshed every 8 years. Respondents are randomly 
selected from the population register by Statistics Netherlands. The 
LISS panel has been in full operation since October 2007 and has been 
employed by many (Dutch and international) researchers since. The rich 
data of the LISS panel lies at the core of the Dutch infrastructure on social 
scientific research.27

For the DLES of 2016, only panel members of eighteen years and older 
were invited to participate by means of an online questionnaire. Fieldwork 
for the DLES was completed in March 2016 and resulted in a response 
rate of 79.6% of the approached members of the LISS panel (n = 2579). 
Due to the complex and careful selection of the panel, we consider the 
sample to be representative of the Dutch population. The first DLES 
entails a pilot study and was not held at the time of any elections. Hence, 
the effects are unlikely to be influenced by election-time characteristics. 

3.4.1 Dependent variable

Political trust is operationalized with an index of respondents’ satisfaction 
with the way democracy works and their trust in government institutions, 
in line with the now common approach within the literature (Dalton, 
2004; Norris, 2011).28 We created three trust indices, one for each level 
of government: the local level (municipality), national level (country), and 
the supranational level (European Union). 

Satisfaction with the way the government works at the three government 
levels is measured on a four-point scale, ranging from 0 (‘completely 
dissatisfied’) to 3 (‘very satisfied’). Trust in the institutions of each 
government level is based on a series of questions asking how much 
the respondent trusts institution X on a four-point scale ranging from 

27  For more information, please visit https://www.lissdata.nl/.
28  While we are aware of the many possible ways to measure political trust (see e.g., 
Marien, 2011), the usage of these two indicators is motivated by the fact that both trust 
in political institutions and satisfaction with democracy are relational characteristics. Both 
consist of an evaluation of the object (government institutions) by the subject (the citizen) 
(cf. Hardin, 1999).
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‘completely no trust’ to ‘a lot of trust’.29 Trust in the national government 
consists of a person’s trust in the government and the lower house of 
parliament (second chamber) (α =0.81). Municipal-level trust is made up 
of a person’s trust in the municipal council, the local executive, and the 
mayor (α= 0.90). European-level trust is comprised of a person’s trust in 
the European Union. 

Satisfaction with the way democracy works and trust in government 
institutions together make a strong measure of political trust, with a 
Cronbach’s α between 0.72 (municipal level) and 0.84 (European level). 
Our constructed dependent variable ranges from 0 (‘no political trust’) to 
3 (‘high political trust’). Our dependent variables of political trust contain 
7 (EU), 13 (national), and 30 (local) unique values between 0 and 3, and are 
treated as a continuous variable.30 In line with the literature, on average 
political trust is highest for the municipal level (x̅: 1.70), followed by the 
national level (x̅: 1,59), and the European level (x̅: 1.06) (cf. Muñoz, 2017). 

3.4.2 Independent variables

a. Perceived responsibility
Respondents were asked how responsible they thought each level of 
government is for six different policy issues.31 Perceived responsibility 
was measured on an 11-point scale, ranging from 0 (not at all responsible) 

29  Respondents were also offered the option to answer ‘don’t know’, which is coded as 
missing.
30  As a robustness check, we also conducted our analysis using only the question 
regarding a person’s satisfaction with the way democracy functions as a dependent variable 
(see the appendices). This question is the same for all three levels of government and 
hence most comparable. This analysis does not yield different results from the analyses 
using the index measure. The size and significance of the effects are highly comparable. 
Although the results of our index variable are similar to the single indicator variable, we 
prefer to measure the dependent variable by multiple indicators, because this generates 
more reliable measures. 
31  The exact descriptions of the domains are: “policy on the number of refugees seeking 
asylum in the Netherlands”; “human transportation by railway”; “crime prevention”; “the 
pension system”; “care for the youth, long-term ill and elderly”; and “social security”. 
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to 10 (highly responsible).32 The six policy issues were selected to ensure 
sufficient variation in actual responsibility.33 Furthermore, the questions were 
formulated carefully to avoid ideological positioning. For the aims of this 
chapter, we are not interested in factual levels of government responsibility, 
but rather in the perceived levels of responsibility per government. 

Figure 3.1 shows that the perceived responsibility of different levels of 
government varies per issue. Across all issues, the national government is 
deemed most responsible. Even in privatized policy areas, such as railway 
services, the national government is perceived as highly responsible. 
The local government is perceived as particularly responsible for crime 
prevention and health care services and much less for pensions and railway 
services. The EU is perceived as relatively responsible for crime prevention 
and asylum-seeking refugees. As discussed above, our approach allows 
us to look at the relative level of responsibility, i.e. the variation from the 
mean perception of responsibility across all three levels. 

b. Performance evaluations
To measure evaluations of government performance, respondents were 
asked to evaluate performance in each of the selected policy domains.34 
Answers ranged from 0 (very dissatisfied) to 10 (very satisfied). ‘Don’t 
know’ was coded as missing (11.64%). On average, respondents had the 

32  Since the perceived responsibility measures constitute a large block of similar rating 
questions, there is a possibility of straight-lining or patterning. This can undermine data 
quality, but need not do so (Cole, McCormick, & Gonyea, 2012).We find that 7.33% of our 
sample (190 respondents) answered all 18 questions with the same score (std = 0). Of these 
straight-lining respondents, 73.9% answered with “I don’t know”. To test whether this affected 
the quality of our analyses, we performed an additional analysis excluding respondents 
who answered all 18 questions with the same answer. The effects of this analysis (see the 
appendices) are similar in effect and size, hence straight-lining is unlikely to affect our models. 
33  For example, in the Netherlands municipalities bear the greatest responsibility for 
the execution of health care, the national government bears most responsibility for social 
security, and the railway services are privatized and therefore no level of government bears 
practical responsibility. 
34  Within this dissertation, I assume that when asked about their satisfaction with a 
policy issue, citizens evaluate its current state and recent developments (cf. Chapter IV). 
Nonetheless, these measures could also be interpreted as policy satisfaction (prospective), 
rather than performance evaluation (retrospective). In this interpretation, political trust is still 
evaluative: people who are unsatisfied with the direction of government policy are more 
distrusting (Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 2002). The conditioning mechanisms of responsibility 
attributions, however, make it more likely that the measures capture performance evaluations 
rather than policy satisfaction. 
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most positive perceptions of social security (M: 5.27), railway services (M: 
5.51), and crime prevention (M: 5.50), and the most negative evaluation 
of the current state of asylum-seeking refugees (M: 4.13).

c. Control variables
We control for various rival explanations of political trust that are put 
forward in the literature (see for an overview Zmerli & van der Meer, 
2017): age, level of education, gender, political interest, political 
knowledge,35 and left-right ideology (11-point self-placement scale). See 
the appendices for some descriptive statistics of the data.

Area Level Responsibility Mean
Social SecurityLocal 7,67

National 8,15
EU 5

Crime Local 8,3
National 8,61
EU 7,42

Health CareLocal 7,92
National 8,34
EU 5,7

Railway ServicesLocal 5,44
National 8,19
EU 5,28

Refugees Local 6,91
National 8,58
EU 8,35

Pensions Local 4,66
National 8,54
EU 5,51
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Figure 3.1 Mean responsibility scores per issue and per level of 
government. Source: DLES 2016

35  Due to the focus of the DLES, the political knowledge questions included focus on local 
political knowledge regarding the name of the mayor and whether the Aldermen are in the 
council. Those who correctly answer both questions are coded as 1. To measure political 
interest, the DLES includes a question on whether the respondent reads local and national 
news in a newspaper. Political interest is a binary question, where those who read political 
news are coded as 1. Since we are mainly interested in the within-respondent effects, which are 
unaffected by differences between individuals in terms of their level of political knowledge, this 
specific measurement of political knowledge does not affect our conclusions. Furthermore, as 
a robustness check, we compare our measure to a battery of political knowledge questions on 
the national and EU level from a different study in 2011 using the same panel (L. Bos, Van Der 
Brug, & De Vreese, 2013). The correlation between the two measures of political knowledge 
is 0.18 (see the appendices). Furthermore, including the alternative political knowledge 
variable into our model rather than the original measure did not alter our relationships of 
interest in size or direction. Results of the alternative analyses are available upon request. 
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3.4.3 Modelling technique

To test our hypotheses, we transposed our data into a long format, with 
each respondent having 18 observations for each government level and 
policy area combination. On this dataset, we perform a multilevel linear 
regression (using the ‘xtreg’ command in Stata 13), including both between 
and within effects of performance evaluation and perceived responsibility 
(level 1 variables). The separation of these effects is done using a relatively 
new and pioneering method referred to as the unified Random Effects 
Within Between (REWB) framework for analysing nested/panel data (B. 
Bartels, 2008; Bell & Jones, 2015). This method was designed to analyse 
clustered data, including panel, time-series cross-sectional (TSCS), and 
multilevel data (B. Bartels, 2008, p. 1). By transposing the dataset, we 
create a multilevel dataset with observations clustered within respondents. 
Although it may appear somewhat unconventional, any dataset that has 
multiple measurement occasions of the same question, either at different 
time-points or for various units such as policy issues or political parties, 
constitutes a multilevel format. In our case, we measure political trust for 
three levels of government (local, national, and European government) 
and performance evaluations and responsibility attributions for six issues 
and three levels of government, by means of the same questions. 

Our problem is the same as with panel, TSCS, or multilevel data: we are 
dealing with unobserved cluster heterogeneity that may affect our results, 
as variations in political trust levels can be driven by differences between 
individuals in terms of how they make evaluations (between clusters). As 
argued by Bartels (2008, p. 15), “[c]luster confounding has significant 
implications for how one interprets the effects of independent variables 
in clustered data, and therefore, detecting and correcting for it is crucial 
for understanding the precise nature of relationships and for testing 
hypotheses”. The REWB framework has the advantage of fixed effect and 
random effect models combined (B. Bartels, 2008; Bell & Jones, 2015). 
Rather than controlling for this cluster-confounding bias between higher 
level units (i.e. respondents), as is done in fixed effects models, the REWB 
framework explicitly models such (causal) heterogeneity by separating 
between- from within-cluster effects. In addition, due to this separation 
of within- and between-cluster variation in level 1 variables, threats to the 
accuracy of standard errors are very small (B. Bartels, 2008). 
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Separating the between effect from the within effect of the level 1 predictor 
variable is done by decomposing the variance of the predictor into a 
respondent-specific mean value (between-persons effect x̅j) and a value 
for the difference between the actual score Xij and the level respondent-
specific mean value (x wij = xij - x̅,Bartels 2008).36 This results in a within-person 
effect that is relative to the respondent mean (for a full specification of the 
model, see the appendices). In our case, the between-persons effect of 
responsibility attribution constitutes the average tendency of a respondent 
to assign responsibility for policy issues to a level of government, while our 
within-person effect of responsibility attributions specifically grasps the 
variations from this mean in the respondent’s assignment of responsibility 
for various issues to the local, national, and EU government. Similarly, 
the between-persons effect of policy evaluations constitutes the mean 
evaluation across all issues, while the within effect entails the variations 
from this mean, i.e. when one issue is evaluated more positively in 
relation to others. This separation satisfies the statistical assumption that 
level 1 independent variables should be uncorrelated with the random 
effects term. Both the within- and between-persons effects are reported 
in our table. We also test whether the between and within effects are 
significantly different (reported as ‘abs. test’) (cf. B. Bartels, 2008).37 

3.5 Results 

3.5.1 Main effects

Model A (Table 3.1) presents the results from a linear random intercept 
model, including the main effect of performance evaluations. It 
distinguishes between within-individual effects and between-individuals 
effects, and includes the absolute value of the difference between the 
within- and between-individuals effects to test for cluster confounding 
(B. Bartels, 2008, p. 15). The ρ suggests that 56% of the remaining error 
variance is accounted for by the between-persons level error.

36  i indexes level 1 units (answers within respondents for different levels of government 
and policy areas) and j indexes level 2 units (respondents). W specifies the within-respondent 
effect. 
37  One should be cautious when interpreting the abs. test, which compares the effect 
sizes of between and within effects. The separation of the original variable into separate 
between and within components is likely to lead to different scales for the between and 
within estimators. This results in incomparable unstandardized regression coefficients. 
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The results confirm that the between-persons variable for performance 
evaluation has a significant positive main effect on political trust: individuals 
with more positive evaluations of government performance in general 
have higher levels of overall trust in governments compared to those 
with more negative evaluations of government performance However, 
as argued above, this relationship may not be understood as sufficient 
evidence for the evaluative mechanism, as other causal mechanisms may 
drive this effect, including a more basic positivity/negativity bias that 
drives both evaluations and trust.

The direct within effect of performance evaluation on political trust is 
positive, but very small and statistically not significant. This was to be 
expected, given the fact that, at the within-person level, performance 
evaluations do not vary across government levels.38 The abs. test shows 
that there is significant cluster confounding for performance evaluation. 
H1 – on the main effect of general evaluations of policies on general 
political trust – thus only finds trust as a between-persons and not a 
within-person effect.39 

Interestingly, Model A shows that perceived responsibility also has a 
positive and significant main effect on political trust, between individuals 
as well as within-individual.40 We did not theorize or anticipate this effect. 
For a given individual, higher levels of perceived responsibility result in 
higher levels of trust, while more responsibility assigned to a specific level 
for a specific policy area results in more trust in this level. We can only 
speculate about the underlying causal mechanisms of this, which we will 
take up in the discussion. 

38  Our performance evaluation questions are measured for different issues, rather than 
for different levels of government. We therefore only have variation across six observations 
out of the 18 within individuals. In addition, since respondents only vary moderately in 
their performance evaluations, there remains only very little variation left to explain 
within individuals. As such, it is rather unlikely to find direct within-respondent effects of 
performance evaluations on political support.
39  We performed various robustness checks which led to similar findings: 1) a REWB 
model with 2 separate dependent variables, and 2) a fixed effects model with 2 separate 
dependent variables using OLS. See Appendices. 
40  The effects are almost equal in size and the cluster confounding test shows that the 
differences between the two are insignificant. Thus, the effect of perceived responsibility 
is a pooled estimate, of which the interpretation does not rely on the comparison that is 
being made.
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3.5.2 Conditional effects

Testing hypothesis 2, Model B (Table 3.1) shows that the direct between-
persons effect of performance evaluation on political trust is not 
conditional on perceptions of government responsibility. This provides 
further evidence that between-persons effects of evaluations on trust – 
the evidence that is most common in this literature – are not necessarily 
driven by an evaluative mechanism and may therefore be spurious or 
endogenous.

Interestingly, the within-person interaction effect of performance 
evaluation and responsibility perception is statistically significant and 
positive, even when we model it as a linear effect. The cluster confounding 
test shows that the within-person effect is significantly different from the 
between-persons effect. While Model A shows no signs of a main effect 
of performance evaluation on political trust at the within level, Model B 
shows that a positive marginal within effect of performance evaluation 
exists under the specific conditions of high perceived responsibility. 
Performance evaluations are more strongly related to political trust for 
government level X by subject S if subject S perceives government level 
X to be more responsible for those policies. Figure 3.2 facilitates the 
interpretation of this result by visualizing the increase in effect size of 
the within-person performance evaluations when perceived responsibility 
increases. In other words, evaluations of issues (relative to the mean 
evaluation of all issues) that are attributed more strongly to a specific 
level of government (relative to the mean perceived responsibility) 
have a stronger effect on political trust in that level of government than 
evaluations that are attributed to other levels of government.

Both the insignificant between-persons and the significant within-person 
interaction effects are consistent with our predictions. The more precise 
test of the evaluative model lies within respondents who evaluate the 
performance of various government levels and allocate political trust 
accordingly. This supports hypothesis 2.
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table continues

Table 3.1 REWB estimation of direct and conditional effects on political 
trust

MODEL A: 
MAIN EFFECTS

MODEL B: 
CONDITIONAL EFFECTS

Variables
Between 
effects

Within 
effects

Abs. 
test

Between 
effects

Within 
effects

Abs. 
test

Performance 
evaluation

0.18***
(0.01)

0.00
(0.00)

0.18***
(0.01)

0.20***
(0.02)

0.00
(0.00)

0.22***
(0.02)

Perceived 
responsibility

0.02**
(0.01)

0.01***
(0.00)

0.00
(0.01)

0.03*
(0.01)

0.01***
(0.00)

0.03*
(0.01)

Dummy DK 
responsibility

0.02
(0.06)

-0.00
(0.01)

0.02
(0.06)

0.06
(0.13)

-0.00
(0.01)

0.14
(0.13)

Performance* 
 Responsibility

-0.00 
(0.00)

0.00***
(0.00)

-0.01*
(0.00)

Performance* 
 Dummy DK

-0.01
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.00)

0.00
(0.03)

Control variables Coefficients not displayed, see the appendices

Policy area (soc. sec = ref.)

  Crime prevention -0.01*
(0.01)

-0.02*
(0.00)

  Health care -0.00
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

  Pensions 0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

  Railway services 0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

  Refugees -0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

Government (EU = ref)

  Municipality 0.64***
(0.00)

0.64***
(0.00)

  National level 0.50***
(0.00)

0.50***
(0.00)

Observations N=2452, T(avg. 16.5)
Tot. Obs.= 40348

N=2452, T(avg. 16.5)
Tot. Obs.= 40348

Var (Level 1 error) 0.35 0.35
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MODEL A: 
MAIN EFFECTS

MODEL B: 
CONDITIONAL EFFECTS

Var (Level 2 error)
(Panel level variance 
component)

0.40 0.39

ρ (Level 2 error / 
Total error)

0.56 0.56

LR test (H0: Level-2 
error=0)

χ220936.13, p = <.000 χ2 20976.33. p = <.000

AIC 37755.22 37723.03

BIC 37953.14 37955.37

Random effects Maximum Likelihood Estimation Model. Tables show 
unstandardized beta coefficients; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Source: 
DLES 2016

Figure 3.2 Marginal within-person effect evaluation on political trust, 
conditional on perceived responsibility, including 95% confidence 
intervals. Source: DLES 2016
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3.5.3 Non-linear conditional effects

We did not expect the conditional effect to be linear. In Table 3.2, we 
therefore tested the extent to which the conditionality of the trust-as-
evaluation approach on perceptions of responsibility constitutes a non-
linear relationship. Figure 3.3 visualizes this relationship. This pattern 
suggests a threshold effect: once the respondent assigns relatively more 
responsibility to government level X for policy area A, there is a strong 
positive relationship between the evaluation of policy area A and trust in 
government level X. This relationship increases exponentially as perceived 
responsibility increases. However, when the assigned responsibility to 
government level X for policy area A is considered to be below average 
(responsible for policy area A in comparison to the other levels of 
government and/or policy areas), the marginal effect is non-significant or 
slightly negative. When government level X is considered only averagely 
responsible for a policy field A, there is no significant marginal effect. 
In sum, the conditionality of the performance-trust link on perceptions 
of responsibility only takes place once perceived responsibility passes a 
certain threshold. There is only a strong and positive conditionality once a 
respondent assigns government an above-average level of responsibility.41

41  While it would certainly be interesting to see how the conditionality works for specific 
levels of government, or for specific policy areas, the current research design does not allow 
for second order interactions with either policy areas and/or levels of government. Because 
the data is transposed into a long format on the basis of policy area and government 
level combination, including such a second order interaction term would result in a lack of 
variance, either on the dependent variable (when interacted with level of government) or on 
the independent variable (when interacted with policy area). 
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Table 3.2 REWB estimation of conditional effects on political trust II

MODEL C: NON-LINEAR EFFECT
Between effects Within effects Abs. test

Performance evaluation 0.10*
(0.05)

-0.00
(0.00)

0.11*
(0.05)

Perceived responsibility 0.02
(0.04)

0.01***
(0.00)

-0.02
(0.04)

Perceived responsibility² 0.00
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.00)

0.00
(0.00)

Dummy DK responsibility 0.05
(0.13)

-0.00
(0.01)

0.04
(0.14)

Performance * Responsibility 0.02
(0.01)

0.00***
(0.00)

0.03
(0.01)

Performance * Dummy DK -0.01
(0.03)

-0.00
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.03)

Performance * Responsibility² -0.00
(0.00)

0.00*
(0.00)

-0.00*
(0.00)

Observations N=2452, T(avg. 16.5) Tot. Obs.= 40,348

-Var (Level 1 error) 0.35

-Var (Level 2 error)
(Panel level-variance 
component)

0.39

- ρ (Level 2 error / Total error) 0.56

-LR test (H0: Level-2 Error=0) χ2 20988.08
p=<0.000

-AIC 37719.28

-BIC 37986.04

Random effects Maximum Likelihood Estimation Model – second order 
moderation. Tables show unstandardized beta coefficients; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, 
*** p < 0.001. For full table including controls, see the appendices. Source: DLES 
2016
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Figure 3.3 Marginal within-person effect evaluation on political trust, 
conditional on perceived responsibility, including 95% confidence 
intervals. Source: DLES 2016

3.6 Discussion and conclusions

A classic evaluative model of political trust assumes that citizens’ trust in 
authorities depends largely on their evaluation of their policies. However, 
over the past decades, Western societies, including the Netherlands, have 
witnessed a substantial erosion of the authority of national governments. 
Various responsibilities and jurisdictions that once belonged to the nation 
state have been moved to local levels, the supranational level (the EU), or 
even outside the political realm as a result of privatization. The complexity 
of multilevel governments imposes great cognitive demands on citizens: 
it requires information on the responsibilities and jurisdiction of each 
level of government. As a result, it has become increasingly complex for 
citizens to hold governments accountable for their performance. 

We tested the extent to which the trust-as-evaluation approach is 
conditional on perceptions of responsibility. We thereby build upon and 
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extend the findings presented by Hobolt and Tilley (2014a). We rely on 
a new dataset including individual measures of performance evaluations 
in six policy fields and political trust at three government levels. In this 
way, we can separate variation between individuals from variation within 
individuals. The conclusions, based on within-individual variation, are much 
less plagued by problems of endogeneity, as these effects are not impacted 
by alternative explanations resulting from differences between individuals. 

Our findings indicate a challenge to the common evidence for the 
trust-as-evaluation approach in the literature, which is largely based on 
between-persons comparisons. While respondents with more positive 
policy evaluations are generally also more positive towards the polity (in 
comparison to other respondents), this relationship is not conditioned 
by perceptions of responsibility. This strongly suggests that causal 
mechanisms other than a punishment-reward mechanism may be driving 
the effects between individuals. Future research could help find out what 
explains the between-persons effect of overall government performance 
evaluations on political support. 

This does not mean that the evaluative approach to political trust does 
not hold at all. Indeed, our study finds evidence that it does: the within-
person effects of performance evaluations on political trust are conditional 
on the perceived responsibility of the respective government level. The 
more a government is perceived to be responsible for a specific policy 
area, the stronger the marginal effects of performance evaluations on 
political trust. This is in line with Hobolt and Tilley’s (2014a) findings at 
the EU level, though these authors do not make a distinction between 
within-person and between-persons effects. The occurrence of this 
moderation effect as a within-person rather than between-persons 
mechanism provides even stronger evidence that there is indeed an 
evaluative mechanism underlying political trust, even if the effects are not 
very large. This within-person cognitive mechanism is more likely to be 
universal to systems of multilevel governance than the mechanisms that 
explain between-persons variance. 

These findings imply that rivalling explanations on the determinants of 
political trust are not mutually exclusive. Theories on the socio-cultural 
determinants of political trust can help explain why some people hold 
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higher levels of trust in general, irrespective of whom they perceive 
to be responsible for specific positive or negative developments (the 
between effect). Concurrently, political trust is (at least partly) driven by 
evaluations of performance under the crucial condition that responsibility 
for such performance is assigned to the level of government in question 
(the within effect). This provides confidence in the ability of citizens to 
evaluate government performance and hold governments accountable 
for policy outputs. 

The analyses also suggest avenues for future research. An unexpected 
finding was that perceived responsibilities exert a significant and 
positive main effect (both within-individual and between-individuals) 
on political trust. This might be related to the perceived capacities of 
government levels. Clarke et al. (1993, p. 97) define trust as the belief 
that the government has the capacity to perform their tasks effectively 
under the ethical standard that people find acceptable. Our survey 
question specifically asked who the respondent holds responsible, rather 
than who they think is formally responsible. Perhaps people have the 
tendency to assign responsibility to a level of government that, according 
to their perceptions, has the capacity to act. Another surprising finding 
constitutes the negative effect of performance dissatisfaction when a 
government level is perceived as less responsible than other levels. A 
possible explanation here is that citizens benchmark government levels 
against one another, where the perceived negative performance of 
one level of government enhances a person’s satisfaction with another 
(cf. Kumlin, 2011a). Future research can further enlighten us on the 
relationship between perceived responsibility and political trust. 

Finally, by applying the unified Random Effects Within Between 
framework, we were able to largely circumvent the endogeneity problems 
one faces when conducting cross-sectional data analysis. That said, we 
could not eliminate endogeneity problems altogether. We are aware of 
the possibility of reversed causality, where predispositions about a level 
of government (such as political support) function as a heuristic to judge 
the performance of that level of government or to selectively attribute 
responsibility. We believe, however, that this does not pose a serious 
threat to our findings. Since we primarily focus on the indirect effects of 
responsibility perceptions on the relationship between evaluations and 
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political trust, the only way that causality could be reversed is when one’s 
evaluations and one’s trust level are set and responsibility attributions 
are used to harmonize the two. This does not coincide with the literature 
on partisan bias (or political trust as a running tally), which implies 
that causality runs from political trust (or partisanship) to performance 
evaluations, rather than both being predetermined (cf. Tilley & Hobolt, 
2011). In addition, the evaluation questions were posed after the 
responsibility questions, reducing the chance of reversed causality. 

Ultimately, this chapter provides necessary but not sufficient evidence 
for the trust-as-evaluation approach. The next step in testing the 
evaluative approach to political trust needs to include panel data (cf. 
Chapter V). Expanding the current within-between respondent model 
with longitudinal changes in performance evaluations, responsibility 
attributions, and political trust will allow us to isolate even further the true 
mechanisms at play.
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4 Who cares?

Why it is important to consider what citizens consider important: a crucial 
test of the trust-as-evaluation approach

4.1  Key findings

· Citizens judge institutional performance according to different 
standards, set by their perceptions of what is important.

· Issue salience doubles the effect of a change in performance 
satisfaction.

· Individual perceptions of salience are rather stable attitudes.
· When there is no societal consensus on the importance of an issue, 

explicitly modelling individual salience perceptions is key.

4.2 Introduction

Government performance affects political trust. Over the past decades, 
numerous scholars have found support for a link between government 
performance and political trust: citizens trust their government more 
when it performs well and vice versa (e.g. Dalton, 2004; A. Miller & 
Listhaug, 1999; Norris, 1999, 2011). Easton (1975) was among the first 
to posit a performance-trust link by predicting in his ‘system model’ 
that “evaluation of outputs and performance may help generate, and 
probably at all times will help sustain, confidence in the authorities” (p. 
449). More recently, Huseby (2000) hypothesized that “poor performance 
in salient political issues leads to negative evaluations of government 
performance, which in turn influences citizens’ support for the political 
system” (Huseby, 2000, p. 10 emphasis in original). Nonetheless, when 
putting this hypothesis regarding performance-based political trust to the 
test, scholars have largely overlooked a crucial component: the idea that 
for poor performance to affect political trust, it needs to concern issues 
that are important to citizens. 

Theoretically, the relationship between government performance and 
political trust should be conditional on perceptions of issue salience, i.e. 
the level of importance an individual attaches to a policy issue. Citizens 
are unlikely to hold their political authorities accountable for performance 
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on issues they do not care about. As such, issue salience forms a key 
condition for an evaluative mechanism driving political trust at the 
individual level. Empirically, the role of issue salience has rarely been 
explicitly modelled in studies on the trust-as-evaluation approach. Rather, 
scholars implicitly assume that the policy issue included in the model 
(usually the economy) is one that is salient to all citizens (cf. van der Brug 
et al., 2007). The prioritization of an issue such as the economy, however, 
strongly varies across time, across countries, and across individuals 
(de Vries & Giger, 2014; Singer, 2011; Wlezien, 2005). Accordingly, the 
strength of the relationship between perceived economic performance 
(or any other type of performance) and political trust differs from context 
to context. Therefore, to reach a better and more realistic understanding 
of the evaluative mechanism driving political trust, it is crucial to explicitly 
specify issue salience. 

There is, to my knowledge, only one study on the trust-as-evaluation 
approach that considers perceptions of issue salience. Hetherington 
and Rudolph (2008) demonstrate that for US citizens, as the proportion 
who cite the economy as nationally important increases, economic 
performance exerts a greater impact on political trust. In other words, 
national importance judgements condition the relationship between 
institutional performance on an issue and political trust. Despite the 
significance of these findings, a potential limitation of this study is its 
inability to draw individual-level inferences due to its macro-level design. 
Performance-based political trust specifically presupposes a micro-level 
mechanism, where an individual evaluates and weighs different aspects 
of institutional performance and adjusts his/her levels of trust accordingly. 
Therefore, the critical test of the performance-trust link and the key role 
of issue salience lies at the individual level. 

This chapter builds on and extends Hetherington and Rudolph’s (2008) 
findings by studying individual salience perceptions as a key condition for 
the relationship between perceptions of government performance and 
political trust. As such, it provides the necessary micro-level foundation 
for the importance of issue salience for evaluation-based political trust. 
Moreover, it addresses the endogeneity concerns within the political 
trust literature. The cross-sectional correlations that underlie the majority 
of evidence for the trust-as-evaluation approach provide important yet 
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insufficient evidence for a causal relationship, since there is a hefty ‘mood’ 
or response-style component related to studying correlations between 
political trust and performance evaluations. In addition, causality could 
also be reversed. Therefore, this chapter employs an autoregressive 
model using two waves from the Dutch Election Campaign Voter Study 
of 2017. Here, the lagged dependent variable controls for a broad range 
of endogenous explanations for political trust, while also allowing for 
causal statements. As such, this chapter provides both a theoretical and 
methodological contribution to the literature on performance-based 
political trust.

The Dutch Election Campaign Voter Study of 2017 presents a unique 
opportunity to study political trust, not only because of its panel 
component, but also because it captures respondents’ satisfaction with 
and salience perceptions of a broad range of policy issues (ten in total). 
This allows for a more realistic test of the evaluative mechanism by 
encompassing the breadth of government responsibilities. Furthermore, 
the data was collected in the Netherlands shortly before the national 
elections. The Netherlands constitutes a stable and established democracy, 
representative of Western European political systems. The campaign 
period increased citizens’ awareness of government performance, as 
media outlets subjected the government and the previous electoral period 
to great scrutiny. The 2017 campaign period was, however, remarkable 
in that it lacked a clear central theme or defining political question (van 
Holsteyn, 2018). It was a time when crises (economic, international, etc.) 
were largely absent from the Dutch political conversation, while the 
Dutch economy was booming. The absence of a salient issue or crisis 
at the national level, and the increased focus on the government’s past 
performance, make it likely that citizens relied on their individual salience 
perceptions to weigh their performance evaluations when making their 
trust judgments. 

4.3 Theory and hypotheses

Political trust is considered a critical facet of democratic legitimacy, 
essential to the survival and stability of democratic regimes (Almond 
& Verba, 1963). Given its importance, many scholars have sought to 
explain when, how, and why citizens trust democratic institutions. 



94 | Chapter 4

One core explanation proposed within the literature is that political 
trust is a consequence of institutional performance. It is based on an 
evaluation where citizens adjust their levels of political trust based on 
their satisfaction with the functioning of political institutions (Mishler & 
Rose, 2001). At first glance, the findings seem to support such a trust-as-
evaluation approach: in general, evaluations of government performance 
are positively correlated with political trust (e.g., Citrin & Green, 1986; 
Hetherington & Rudolph, 2008; van der Meer & Dekker, 2011). Yet, upon 
closer inspection, the relationship between institutional performance and 
political trust seems anything but constant (van der Meer, 2017b). Rather, 
its explanatory strength strongly varies across countries, individuals, and 
time-points (Magalhães, 2014). This has led to a call for a better and more 
realistic understanding of the evaluative mechanism driving political trust, 
including an explicit specification of its key conditions (C. J. Anderson, 
2007; van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017). 

4.3.1 Issue salience

A key condition for the evaluative model of political trust is perceived 
issue salience. Issue salience refers to the relative importance that an 
individual ascribes to a given issue on the political agenda (Wlezien, 
2005, p. 556). Political trust should in particular be driven by citizens’ 
satisfaction with government performance on issues that are important to 
them. While trust scholars have largely overlooked this key factor, the role 
of issue salience has been widely recognized by scholars from political 
psychology, political communication, and electoral behaviour. Here, issue 
salience is frequently linked to agenda-setting and priming. Both are 
cognitive processes, where agenda-setting compromises the processes 
that influence the ease with which information on certain issues can be 
brought to mind (Krosnick et al., 2005; Luskin, 1990). Priming, on the other 
hand, refers to the impact of this agenda-setting or, more specifically, to 
“changes in the standard that people use to make political evaluations” 
(Iyengar & Kinder, 2010, p. 114; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). Priming 
effects occur when an individual’s attention to an issue influences the 
weight he/she assigns to it during the formulation of political evaluations 
(Druckman, 2004; Hetherington & Rudolph, 2008, p. 500; J. M. Miller & 
Krosnick, 2000). As such, issue salience constitutes a “cognitive shortcut 
of human actors to select which information they process before deciding 
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on a course of action” (Oppermann & Viehrig, 2011, p. 3). For the trust-
as-evaluation approach, the priming effect of issue salience in particular 
provides theoretically relevant insights. Accordingly, issue salience affects 
the weight that citizens assign to certain policy issues when it comes to 
their satisfaction with government performance and trust decisions.

The priming effect of issue salience has been proven to affect various 
aspects of political behaviour. Citizens are likely to pay closer attention 
to information on issues they prioritize, and hence to be more 
knowledgeable about these issues (de Vries & Giger, 2014; Krosnick et 
al., 2005; Luskin, 1990; Sears et al., 1980). Accordingly, citizens have more 
accessible attitudes on issues that are important to them, in comparison 
to issues that they consider less important (Lavine, Sullivan, Borgida, & 
Thomsen, 1996). Moreover, issue salience shapes citizens’ perceptions of 
and actions towards political institutions, including presidential support 
(Edwards, Mitchell, & Welch, 1995; Krosnick, 1988) and party preferences 
(Bélanger & Meguid, 2008; Fournier, Blais, Nadeau, Gidengil, & Nevitte, 
2003; Singer, 2011; van der Brug, 2004). The popularity of incumbent 
parties is more strongly driven by issues that citizens prioritize (also 
referred to as issue voting), in comparison to issues with little perceived 
salience (Bélanger and Meguid 2008; Fournier et al. 2003; Krosnick 1988; 
de Vries and Giger 2014).42 

There is, however, no reason why this priming mechanism of issue 
salience should be limited to vote choice and party competition. Rather, 
issue salience seems particularly relevant when citizens are faced with the 
demanding task of evaluating a group of actors that together make up 
the national level of government, as well as its past performance across a 
broad range of policy issues. When faced with such a task, citizens likely 
reduce the burden by relying on their perceptions of salient issues as 
a proxy for government performance in general. Put differently, when 
citizens evaluate government performance, “of the countless political 
issues that compete for their attention at any point in time, these actors 

42  In electoral research, the ‘saliency theory of party competition’ focuses on the link 
between issue salience and issue ownership by political parties. Notwithstanding the 
importance of this literature, as this chapter studies the perceptions of individuals regarding 
policy issues and their political trust, issue ownership will not be considered in this chapter. 
Nonetheless, thinking of issue ownership in this context is closely related to perceptions of 
government responsibility (see Chapter III). 



96 | Chapter 4

will concentrate their cognitive capacity primarily on issues which are 
amongst their uppermost concerns, i.e. which they consider most salient” 
(Oppermann & Viehrig, 2011, p. 4). This therefore predicts a priming effect 
of issue salience for the relationship between performance evaluations 
and political trust: to the extent that political trust is based on evaluations 
of government performance, performance on issues that are salient to 
the individual should have a greater impact. Here, the priming effect of 
issue salience on evaluations of political institutions could either be the 
result of increased knowledge and more accessible attitudes for certain 
issues, or of a deeper concern for a specific policy issue and its outcomes. 

Indeed, Hetherington and Rudolph (2008) show that at the macro level, 
government performance on a given issue has a greater influence on 
political trust if the percentage of the public naming this issue as most 
salient increases. Notwithstanding the importance of these findings, 
more insight is needed into the priming effect of issue salience for 
performance-based political trust. First, due to the authors’ macro-level 
focus, important questions remain regarding the priming effect at the 
micro level. Second, they only capture national salience judgments, yet 
it is not evident that this coincides with what an individual perceives as 
most important. As the evaluative mechanism underlying political trust 
presumes an individual-level mechanism, individual salience perceptions 
(rather than national salience perceptions) form a crucial precondition. 
Third, when measuring salience, the authors rely on indicators of the most 
important problem. This reliance is flawed, as it confuses two features of 
salience: the importance of an issue, and the degree to which that issue 
is a problem (Wlezien, 2005, p. 555). Asking about the importance of 
an issue, rather than the most important problem, thus seems a more 
valid indicator of importance, especially when controlling for a person’s 
satisfaction with that issue.43 Fourth, because they focus on national

43  As argued by Jennings and Wlezien (2011), there is some connection between the 
problem status and the importance of an issue. Accordingly, respondents may answer 
questions on the importance of an issue as if it concerns the most important problem. I am 
aware of this and have performed various tests for the indicators of individual issue salience. 
As will be discussed in greater detail in the data section, I only find some support for a 
connection between problem status and importance. Hence, I do not argue that asking 
respondents to evaluate the importance of issues (in addition to evaluating that issue) is the 
most effective measure of importance. Rather, the argument is that it is an improvement on 
the most important problem question.
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problems, Rudolph and Hetherington highlight periods of national 
or international crises. After all, such crises result in greater consensus 
among the citizenry on what issue constitutes the biggest problem. This, 
however, begs the question of the role of issue salience in contexts when 
crises are absent and perceptions of issue salience vary between citizens. 

Taken together, the current study complements the literature by a) studying 
the priming effect of personal issue salience (i.e. the prioritization of a 
policy issue by an individual) for the performance-trust link at the micro 
level,44 b) relying on measurements of issue salience (rather than the most 
important problem), and c) focusing on a period in which the economy 
was booming and crises were absent. It does so using both the traditional 
cross-sectional approach and an alternative dynamic approach. For these 
two approaches, the following hypotheses are drawn: 

H1: For a person that attaches more weight to a policy issue, relative to 
other people, his/her satisfaction with that issue has a greater impact on 
political trust (the cross-sectional hypothesis). 
H2: A change in issue satisfaction has a greater impact on political trust 
if it concerns an issue that is important to an individual (the dynamic 
hypothesis).

When studying issue salience, it is important to critically reflect upon the 
indicators one relies on. This does not only concern the relevant debate on 
whether a most important issue is the same as a most important problem 
(Jennings & Wlezien, 2011; Wlezien, 2005). Rather, it also includes the 
interpretation of issue salience in absolute or relative terms. By definition, 
issue salience is a relative concept: the importance of one issue is 
defined by its position vis-à-vis other issues. Yet the common approach to 
measuring salience relies either on single absolute scores of importance, 

44  Although very interesting, it is not within the scope of this chapter to discuss the 
agenda-setting mechanism of issue salience, i.e. how information on a certain issue is made 
more accessible in the minds of voters. Such agenda-setting can have a variety of sources, 
including media coverage and political strategies, but also the national salience of an issue. 
Personal salience perceptions, however, whatever the source, form the crucial precondition 
for a priming effect of issue salience. 
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or on a ranking of issues.45 Both have clear limitations. On the one hand, 
by relying on absolute scores, one ignores the crucial relations to other 
issues and the relative distance in perceived issue salience from these 
other issues. Whether an individual perceives one issue as much more 
important than other issues, or if he/she perceives two issues as almost 
equally important, will likely result in a different impact of issue salience 
on political behaviour. Moreover, the suggestion that the absolute level 
of salience for any issue is equivalent across individuals is dubious. Given 
that salience is not a daily point of conversation, does the 8 given by 
subject A differ from the 7 or 6 given by subject B? The reliance on 
ranking scores does acknowledge the relative nature of issue salience 
as citizens compare across issues. Yet this approach fails to capture the 
distance between different issues. While for respondent A, the issues in 
rank 1 and 2 may be approximately equal in importance (i.e. little distance 
between ranks), respondent B may rate the issue on rank 1 as much more 
important than other issues (i.e. great distance between ranks). 

4.3.2 Case study

The Netherlands provides a suitable case for testing the conditioning 
effect of issue salience on the performance-trust link, for several reasons. 
It is a stable and established democracy, representative of similar 
Western European political systems. While it is generally regarded as 
a ‘high trust’ country, there are considerable fluctuations in political 
trust over time (Bovens & Wille, 2011). This ensures sufficient variation 
in the dependent variable. Furthermore, it is a proportional system 
with a coalition government in which partisanship plays only a limited 
role. Dutch voters have become increasingly volatile, yet their policy 
preferences have remained rather stable over the past 20 years (van der 
Meer, van der Kolk, & Rekker, 2018).In other words, Dutch voters have 
become increasingly critical of their government, and consciously weigh 
their opinions and preferences each time they cast their vote. This limited 
role of partisanship reduces the chance that evaluations of institutional 
performance are biased by party preferences. In addition, during the 

45  In the first approach, respondents are asked to rate the importance of an issue on a 
certain scale. These absolute levels of importance per issue are then used to study how 
individuals differ regarding the salience of an issue, and how this explains their political 
behaviour (Visser, Krosnick, & Simmons, 2003). The second approach asks citizens to rank 
issues in terms of importance.
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research period (6 months prior to the Dutch parliamentary elections 
of 2017), information on the functioning of the government was widely 
available to voters: various (independent) media outlets evaluated the 
past ruling period from different angles and informed audiences on the 
current state of policy areas. This makes it more likely that citizens were 
aware of the various aspects of institutional performance and policies. The 
campaign period prior to the 2017 elections did not have a clear central 
theme in the form of a defining political question (van Holsteyn, 2018). 
Rather, the debates were centred around the hard-to-gasp concept of 
‘the Dutch identity’, in relation to issues such as EU integration, political 
immigration, and Islam. The Dutch public, on the other hand, was at 
that time more concerned with improving health care, work provision, 
and education (Dekker, den Ridder, van Houwelingen, & van den Broek, 
2019). This absence of a salient issue at the national level increases the 
likelihood that citizens evaluated institutional performance on the basis of 
issues they personally considered important.

4.4 Data and methods

To test this hypothesis, one needs information on the level of political 
trust, evaluations of policy issues, and the salience of each of these 
issues for each respondent. The individual-level panel data of the Dutch 
Election Campaign Voter Study 2017 provides suitable data for this 
purpose.46 The survey is based on a random sample of 2155 respondents 
(18+) drawn from a representative Dutch database.47 Data was collected 
though online surveys in four waves centred around the Dutch general 
elections on 15 March 2017. The variables of interest were only asked 
in the first and third waves. The first part of the analyses relies on the 
first wave that was gathered on October 12-20, consisting of the largest 
and most representative sample (2144 respondents). For the second 
part, the first and the third waves are combined to allow for temporal 
variation. The third wave data was collected March 2-6 and consists of 
1565 respondents. 

46  Kantar, a leading private research institute specialized in survey and market 
research, collected the data for the Dutch Election Campaign Voter Study. The survey 
was commissioned by de Volkskrant newspaper and researchers from the University of 
Amsterdam. Data was collected using computer-assisted self-interviewing. 
47  This database consists of an unweighted net random sample and corresponds closely 
to the Dutch population in terms of sex, age, education, and region.
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4.4.1 Dependent variable

To measure political trust in government, I use the following items: “I 
trust the current government Rutte II a lot”, “I trust the second chamber 
a lot” (1 completely disagree to 7 completely agree) and “How satisfied 
are you with the way democracy works?” (1 completely unsatisfied to 
7 completely satisfied). An index variable political trust was created of 
these three items (Cronbach’s alpha 0.86).48

4.4.2 Independent variables

To measure an individual’s satisfaction with a policy issue, I rely on the 
question “How satisfied are you with the current policy on the following 
policy issues on a scale from 1 to 10?”49 This question covered ten 
different policy issues: work provision, integration of minorities, safety, 
environmental policy, income policy, education, social security, health 
care, and refugee policy.50 

48  Analyses with each item separately resulted in similar findings, both in terms of 
magnitude and significance (results available upon request). Hence, the decision was made 
to use an index for the main analysis. I am, however, aware of the possible critique that 
the second chamber is not formally part of the government, but rather of the opposition. 
Recent studies, however, show that the different indicators are closely correlated and that 
political trust is a one-dimensional construct (Marien, 2011).
49  The exact wording of this question was: “How satisfied are you with the current policy 
on the following policy areas on a scale of 1 to 10?” The policy issues include work provision, 
integration of minorities, safety, environmental policy, income policy, crime prevention, 
education, social security, health care, and refugee policy. Seeing the question wording, 
the indicator may be somewhat closer to an evaluation of policy performance, rather than 
government performance. I believe, however, that the two are closely linked (i.e. that the 
government is judged on the basis of its policies). The models do control for left-right self-
placement to control for ideological preferences with respect to these policies. However, even 
if these evaluations are partly driven by a person’s political ideology, policy considerations 
should also influence trust. If citizens regard the government as pursuing policy goals with 
which they agree, they should have more political trust (Hetherington, 1998, p. 793; cf. A. 
H. Miller, 1974). Therefore, both government performance and policy satisfaction should 
positively affect political trust. Lastly, the focus of this chapter is on the interacting effect 
of issue salience, rather than the direct effect of government performance on political trust 
which has already been subjected to numerous studies. Taken together, I do not think that 
the question wording poses an immediate problem to the central argument of this paper. 
50  The analyses were run with and without respondents who answered ‘don’t know’; both 
yielded similar results in terms of direction, size, and significance (results are available upon 
request).
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To operationalize personal issue salience, I rely on the question “Please 
indicate how important you find each of the next policy issues: work 
provision, integration of minorities, safety, environmental policy, income 
policy, education, social security, health care, and refugee policy” (0 totally 
not important to 6 totally important). As such, salience is considered in 
absolute terms. However, by including salience scores of multiple indicators 
in a single model, one controls for the salience of other issues. Moreover, to 
understand the meaning of this measurement, additional analyses predicted 
issue salience using citizens’ satisfaction with an issue. Interestingly, the 
size and direction of the effect of issue evaluation on perceived issue 
salience varied between issues (see the appendices). This suggests that 
an important issue (at least in this sample) is not always the same as an 
important problem. Thus, the operationalization employed seems to be 
a valid indicator of both the positive and negative importance of an issue. 

I control for various alternative explanations of political trust that are put 
forward in the literature (cf. Zmerli & van der Meer, 2017): age, gender, 
education, vote for governmental party,51 employment status, and 
political interest.52

4.4.3 Research design

Two types of analytical approach are employed. First, following the 
traditional approach to studying evaluation-based political trust, a 
between-persons analysis of the relationship between issue satisfaction 
and political trust is presented for each individual issue, including the 
conditioning effect of perceived salience. This part of the analyses focuses 
only on the first wave of the panel. Second, following a more dynamic 
approach to evaluation-based political trust, a second wave is added to 
the data. The data is first transposed into a long format to allow for testing 
of the evaluative model of political trust and the role of issue salience 
for ten different policy issues in one integrated model, without running 
the risk of multicollinearity. Although ideally one would study variation 

51  Measured using the question “For which political party would you vote if general 
elections were held today?”
52  Measured using the question “How interested are you in politics?” (1 not at all to 7 
very much).
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within individuals (vis-à-vis other issues), this is unfortunately not possible 
because the dependent variable only varies between individuals. Seeing 
that all the individual policy effects run in the same direction (Table 4.1), 
the decision was made to transpose the dataset into a long format to 
facilitate a simpler interpretation of the dynamic model.

In each wave, every respondent is represented by ten cases, one for 
each policy issue included in the survey, so that the ten different policy 
issues are clustered within individuals who are clustered within waves. 
On this stacked dataset, an autoregressive model is conducted to study 
changes in political trust and issue evaluation over time and across the 
moderating role of issue salience. Here, political trust at time-point t is 
studied as a dependent variable, while controlling for political trust at 
time-point t-1. Accordingly, the model studies change in political trust 
from the first to the third wave. The values of issue evaluation and issue 
salience at t-1 and their change scores relative to time-point t (value at 
t minus value at t-1) are taken as predictor variables. To account for the 
clustering of standard errors, the models are calculated using the Hubert 
White sandwich estimator in STATA 15.
 
4.5 Results

4.5.1 Salience perceptions

Before moving to the analyses, some more attention is paid to the 
perceived salience of the ten different issues in the dataset. Figure 4.1 
shows the frequency distributions for each issue, where 0 indicates 
‘totally not important’ and 6 signifies ‘totally important’. What is evident 
is that citizens are unlikely to say that an issue is not important: citizens 
rarely give an issue salience of 0 (cf. Wlezien, 2005, p. 576). Moreover, 
most distributions are strongly skewed to the left. This is especially true 
for health care, safety, and education, with the largest proportions of 
respondents answering that the issue is ‘totally important’. There therefore 
seems to be somewhat of a societal consensus on the salience of these 
issues. The distributions show more variation regarding the salience of 
the integration of ethnic minorities, refugee policy, and the environment. 
Here, there is less agreement amongst the public on the importance of 
each issue. This also becomes evident when comparing the standard 
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deviations for issue salience, which are relatively large: refugee policy 
(1.68), the integration of minorities (1.66), and the environment (1.42).53 

Figure 4.1 Distributions of personal issue salience at t-1

53  The exact standard deviations of the other policy issues: work provision (1.06), safety 
(1.14), income policy (1.19), education (1.10), social security (1.14), health care (0.99). 
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4.5.2 Original test of the performance hypothesis

Next, using OLS regression, two models are estimated for each individual 
issue.54 First, following the traditional approach to performance-based 
political trust, the A models (calculated separately for each issue) present 
the relationship between citizens’ evaluations of an issue and their 
political trust. The B models extend this basic relationship by introducing 
the perceived salience of an issue and its conditioning effect on the 
relationship between issue evaluation and political trust.

The traditional approach (A models) tells us that each policy issue 
positively and significantly predicts political trust: citizens who are more 
satisfied with the policy that the government has pursued in that area 
have more political trust (in comparison to other citizens). Although the 
largest effects can be observed for the evaluations of work provision 
(0.41), social security (0.40), and income policy (0.39), the effect size does 
not vary much across issues. The correlations between the different issue 
evaluations indicate that citizens’ satisfaction with the varying issues are 
indeed closely related.55 This means that a person who evaluates health 
care more positively is also likely to be satisfied with other policy issues 
and has higher levels of political trust. Based on these results, it is difficult 
to argue for an evaluative mechanism driving political trust, where citizens 
hold the system accountable for its performance. As previously argued, 
the results could be driven by numerous endogenous factors. 

54  Due to a high risk of multicollinearity, when using the traditional approach it is not 
possible to study the effects of a large number of issue evaluations in one single model. 
Hence, scholars have typically chosen to rely on the economy or health care as their main 
issue of interest. In this chapter, ten different models are run, one on each issue. All models 
were controlled for the same number of variables, so the only difference between the 
models is the issue that is evaluated.
55  The ten different issues in this dataset strongly correlate with r ranging between 0.52 
and 0.79. For a complete correlation matrix, see the appendices. 
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Table 4.1 OLS regression models of relationship evaluation and political 
trust per issue

1. Work prov. 2. Integration 3. Safety 4. Environment 5. Income pol.

A B A B A B A B A B

Evalua-
tion

0.41***
(0.01)

0.39***
(0.06)

0.35***
(0.01)

0.26***
(0.03)

0.38***
(0.01)

0.38***
(0.06)

0.33***
(0.02)

0.27***
(0.04)

0.39***
(0.01)

0.41***
(0.05)

Salience 0.04
(0.05)

0.06*
(0.03)

-0.00
(0.05)

0.09
(0.04)

0.02
(0.05)

Evalua-
tion* 
Salience

0.00
(0.01)

0.02**
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

0.02†
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

Constant -0.44**
(0.17)

-0.63*
(0.31)

-0.29†
(0.17)

-0.29
(0.19)

-0.53**
(0.17)

-0.52
(0.31)

-0.58**
(0.19)

-0.81
(0.24)

-0.45**
(0.17)

-0.53†
(0.27)

R2 0.43 0.43 0.38 0.40 0.40 0.40 0.33 0.35 0.42 0.42

N 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775

6. Safety 7. Education 8. Social Sec. 9. Health care 10. Refugee 
Pol.

A B A B A B A B A B

Evalua-
tion

0.36***
(0.01)

0.29***
(0.06)

0.34***
(0.02)

0.32***
(0.07)

0.40***
(0.01)

0.41***
(0.06)

0.37***
(0.01)

0.34
(0.07)

0.36***
(0.01)

0.29***
(0.03)

Salience -0.05
(0.05)

0.08
(0.06)

0.01
(0.05)

0.02
(0.05)

0.04
0.02

Evalua-
tion* 
Salience

0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

0.02*
(0.01)

Constant -0.43*
(0.18)

-0.20
(0.30)

-0.55**
(0.18)

-0.89**
(0.33)

-0.49**
(0.17)

-0.51†
(0.28)

-0.06
(0.17)

-0.15
(0.32)

-0.08
(0.17)

-0.12
(0.18)

R2 0.38 0.38 0.35 0.35 0.44 0.44 0.42 0.42 0.41 0.42

N 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775 1775

All coefficients are controlled for gender, age, education, government support, 
unemployment, and political interest (not reported). For complete table, see the 
appendices. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Sources: TNS NIPO 2017
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To test the conditioning effect of salience for the relationship between issue 
satisfaction and political trust, the B models introduce the direct effect of 
issue salience and an interaction effect composed of the evaluation and 
salience of each issue. The level of salience of an issue only significantly 
conditions the effects of an individual’s satisfaction for two issues: 
integration of minorities and refugee policy (Models 2B and 10B), while 
the interaction term approaches significance for the environment (4B). For 
these issues, the model fit also improves when issue salience is included 
in the model. In other words, people who attach more importance to 
the integration of ethnic minorities are also the ones who are more likely 
to base their political trust on their satisfaction with the current state of 
integration, in comparison to citizens who do not attach importance to 
the integration of ethnic minorities (Model 2B). To be specific, the effect 
on political trust of one’s satisfaction with the state of political integration 
is 0.26 for an individual who attaches no importance to the integration of 
ethnic minorities (0), while the effect equals 0.40 for a person who regards 
political integration as very important (6). 

Taken together, when comparing between citizens, the issues that are 
significantly conditioned by perceived issue salience seem to be the 
issues for which there is substantial variation within society with respect 
to its importance (Figure 4.1). If there is consensus on the importance of 
an issue (such as health care), the small variation between individuals on 
the salience of an issue does not affect the relationship between issue 
satisfaction and political trust. Bear in mind, however, that these analyses 
are based on comparisons between individuals. Furthermore, as each 
issue is modelled separately, I do not control for a person’s satisfaction 
with and the salience of other issues. As such, the models may largely 
explain similar parts of the between-persons variation in political trust. 
Accordingly, these between-persons comparisons do not provide a 
realistic model of the trust-as-evaluation approach, in which individuals 
consider a range of policy issues, and perceive this quality as well as the 
salience of each issue vis-à-vis other issues. 



107Who cares? |

4.5.3 Changes over time

The second part of the analyses focuses on changes in issue evaluations 
and political trust over time. The data here is stacked, so that policy issues 
are centred within individuals. The aim of this step is two-fold: first, to 
establish the causal direction of the trust-as-evaluation approach, and 
second, to study the conditioning effect of issue salience over time. Table 
4.2 presents an autoregressive model for political trust. When studying 
the changes in the predictor variables across time, citizens vary more in 
their issue evaluations (M: 0.14, Std. dev.: 1.97) than in their issue salience 
(M: 0.01, Std. dev.: 1.28). Of all respondents, 43.93% did not change their 
perceived issue salience, suggesting that issue salience is a rather stable 
attitude.56

Model 11 shows that a change in political trust is significantly and 
positively predicted by a change in issue evaluations. Next, Model 12 
shows that the effect on political trust of changes in issue evaluations 
is significantly greater if it is for an issue that is of importance to the 
respondent at t-1. To visualize this, Figure 4.2 graphs the marginal effect 
of a change in evaluation on political trust (t) for various values of issue 
salience (t-1). A one-point increase (or decrease) in policy satisfaction 
leads only to an increase (or decrease) in political trust of 0.10 when it 
concerns an issue that is not considered important, while it leads to an 
increase (or decrease) of 0.20 when it concerns an issue that is considered 
very important. Issue salience thus doubles the effect of a change in issue 
evaluation. Since all conditional effects are symmetrical, Figure 4.3 also 
plots the marginal effect of issue salience per change in evaluation (cf. 
Brambor, Clark, & Golder, 2006). Issue salience has a negative effect 
on political trust if one has grown less satisfied with the issue (reaches 
significance from -3 onwards), while it exerts a positive but smaller and 
most of the time insignificant effect on political trust if one has grown 
more satisfied (only reaches significance from +7 onwards). Approaching 
this conditional relationship from yet another angle, Figure 4.4 illustrates 
the predicted trust scores per change in satisfaction for a person who 
attaches no importance to issues (0) and a person who attaches a lot of 
importance to issues (6). Those who attach great importance to an issue 

56  See the appendices for frequency distributions on changes in issue evaluations and 
issue salience.
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exhibit a much stronger increase in political trust when their satisfaction 
with this issue’s treatment increases. On the other hand, for those who 
attach no importance to an issue, the differences in trust vary only a little 
related to changes in satisfaction. 

Table 4.2 Autoregressive model for political trust at time t57

MODEL 11 MODEL 12
Issue evaluation (t-1) 0.17***

(0.01)
0.17***
(0.01)

∆ Issue evaluation 0.17***
(0.01)

0.09*
(0.03)

Issue salience (t-1) -0.00
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

∆ Issue salience 0.02
(0.02)

0.02
(0.02)

∆ Evaluation * Salience (t-1) 0.02*
(0.02)

∆ Evaluation *∆ Salience
Political trust (t-1) 0.67***

(0.02)
0.67***
(0.02)

Constant 0.58***
(0.11)

0.58*
(0.11)

Observations 13,277 13,277
R2 0.63 0.63

Linear regression model with cluster robust errors. 
† p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 

57  For this part of the analysis, I rely on a subsample of respondents that answered 
questions in both waves. 
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Figure 4.2 Marginal effect of a change in evaluation on political trust (t) 
per issue salience (t-1) 

Figure 4.3 Marginal effect of issue salience (t-1) on political trust (t) per 
change in evaluation 
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Figure 4.4 – Predicted value of political trust (t) per change in evaluation 
for two values of salience

4.6 Discussion and conclusions

Especially in times when politics are growing increasingly complex, it 
is important to pay attention to the personal values that citizens use to 
simplify their political decisions. Such personal values imply significant 
individual-level heterogeneity, with consequences for the relationship 
between political institutions and citizens. This chapter provides a critical 
test for the trust-as-evaluation approach – i.e. the idea that political 
trust is driven by perceived government performance – by highlighting 
a key condition at the individual level: issue salience. Citizens judge 
institutional performance on different standards, set by their perceptions 
of what is important. This current study thereby contributes to the current 
literature on political trust by showing the need to explicitly model 
personal issue salience as a key condition of evaluation-based political 
trust. This especially concerns issues for which disagreement exists within 
society regarding their importance. Seeing that a national crisis is likely 
to boost the importance of one issue among all citizens (cf. Hetherington 
& Rudolph, 2008), it is particularly important to pay attention to personal 
salience perceptions in times of economic stability and calm international 
affairs. More generally, issue salience seems to be rather stable over 



111Who cares? |

time (in comparison to, for example, issue evaluations). If they are not 
stable, i.e. if a citizen’s perception of issue salience changes within a short 
period, this change itself does not affect the relationship between issue 
evaluations and political trust. This coincides with Miller et al.’s (2016, p. 
129) idea that personal salience concerns a deeply-rooted concern with 
an issue that is not fleeting: “it is thought to be much like taking a new job 
or getting married, entailing a long-term connection and commitment 
[…]. Once a person gets attached to a policy issue, that attachment is 
likely to last over time and to be self-reinforcing”.

That said, I have not touched upon the origins of personal issue salience. 
Various sources have been proposed within the literature, including 
media coverage and political elites (for an overview, see J. M. Miller et al., 
2016). Here, the difference between national and personal issue salience 
is a frequent topic of discussion. The focus of this chapter is on personal 
issue salience, and while it does not ignore the possibility that this may 
be partially induced by the national salience of an issue, it is believed 
that personal salience lies closer to the evaluative mechanism of political 
trust. For an issue to affect political trust, the individual first and foremost 
needs to consider that issue important (regardless of whether society 
does so too). Correspondingly, personal issue salience has generally 
more convincing behavioural consequences at the individual level than 
national salience, and is more closely linked to attitude accessibility 
(Lavine et al., 1996). This justifies the current focus on the consequences 
of personal issue salience. 

With respect to the measurement of issue salience, this study takes a 
next step towards capturing this, by presenting one integrated model for 
issue salience perceptions and issue evaluations for ten different issues. 
Nonetheless, it also echoes recent calls for more effective measures of 
issue importance (Jennings & Wlezien, 2011; Wlezien, 2005). Such a 
measurement should not only distinguish between problems and issues, 
but should also acknowledge the distinction between personal and 
national issue salience, and the relation between the salience of one issue 
and that of other issues (the relative nature of issue salience). Accordingly, 
issue salience should vary within individuals (across issues), as well as 
between individuals (on one issue). These between and within variations 
of issue salience could result in fundamentally different conclusions 
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(i.e. whether respondent A regards health care as more important 
than respondent B is a substantially different conceptualization from 
whether respondent A regards health care as more important than the 
environment). The ideal measurement of issue salience would thus include 
perceptions of importance as well as general satisfaction with a broad 
range of issues, measured for a single individual at multiple time-points. 

There are two closely linked debates in the literature that are of relevance 
to this chapter’s conclusions: first, there is the debate on grievance 
asymmetry where, for certain issues, bad performance typically leads to a 
decline in trust while good performance tends to go unnoticed (Huseby, 
2000; Yang & Holzer, 2006, p. 115). Second, there is the debate regarding 
the difference between an important issue and an important problem, 
which is centred around the question of whether an issue is only salient 
if it constitutes a problem. If this were the case, citizens would be more 
likely to hold their governments accountable for negative performance 
rather than positive performance, also resulting in a grievance asymmetry. 
Jennings and Wlezien (2011) find that in surveys, respondents rarely differ 
between the most important problem and most important issue. However, 
in this chapter, the level of salience of an issue is only weakly related to 
the direction of the evaluation, and the correlations across issues go from 
negative to positive, suggesting that salient issues are not always the 
problematic ones.58 I have not, however, studied the nonlinearity of the 
relationship between issue evaluations, issue salience, and political trust. 

As with any study, the current study also has some limitations. First, even 
though the research design provides an improvement to the common 
evaluative approach, it is still difficult to establish causal evidence for the 
trust-as-evaluation approach. The findings do show that evaluations affect 
trust across time, yet the opposite could also hold, where evaluations of 
system performance are coloured by citizens’ trust in the system. While 
this chapter therefore does not argue that performance-based political 
trust constitutes a unidimensional relationship, it does predominantly 
focus on the causal relationship going from performance to political trust. 
Second, it relies on a dataset that was collected prior to general elections. 
As argued, the campaign period might have made it more likely that 
citizens were aware and knowledgeable of institutional performance, and 

58  Pearson’s r ranging between -0.13 (integration) and 0.16 (health care).
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that they would link it to their political trust. Nonetheless, if issue salience 
really is a deeply-rooted concern, then the impact of this attitude should 
not be limited to election times. Third, the focus on the Netherlands 
could also be considered a limitation. Although issue salience has proven 
to have behavioural consequences (such as regarding vote choice) in 
other countries, the degree to which it affects political trust elsewhere is 
an open question. Avenues of future research should therefore include a 
longitudinal cross-national analysis on the moderating role of personal 
issue salience for the trust-as-evaluation approach.
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5 Losers’ consent in a changing welfare state

Three-wave panel study on public service (dis)satisfaction, procedural 
fairness, and political (dis)trust59

5.1  Key findings

· Perceived procedural fairness in citizens’ direct interactions with 
welfare state institutions fosters political trust. 

· Among ‘losers’, perceived procedural fairness mitigates the 
detrimental effects of unfavourable outcomes and increased risk.

· Symmetric contingency exists between perceived procedural fairness 
on the one hand, and performance satisfaction and perceived risk on 
the other.

5.2 Introduction

Mature Western welfare states have long been facing slowly growing 
challenges and resource scarcity. Demographic change, persistent 
unemployment, international economic competition—to mention a few 
oft-debated ‘reform pressures’— strain public finances while fuelling 
competition between legitimate needs. Recently, periodic shocks like 
the 2008 financial crisis and the 2015 refugee influx have led to more 
immediate pressures on social systems. In response, welfare states 
themselves are changing (Beramendi, Häusermann, Kitschelt, & Kriesi, 
2015; Hemerijck, 2013; van Kersbergen & Vis, 2014). Policy reforms 
are complex and multidimensional, involving the non-negligible 
retrenchment of ‘old’ social rights, as well as significant ‘recalibration’ to 
address ‘new social risks’. Similarly, benefit schemes are being redesigned 
to stimulate employment incentives, at the same time as the welfare 
state is increasingly being seen as an instrument for ‘social investment’ 
in human capital (Morel, Palier, & Palme, 2012; Ronchi, 2018). Moreover, 
a ‘dualization’ process is developing, where benefits and services remain 
reasonably stable for ‘insiders’, while ever more groups are denied 
full access due to part-time, fixed-term, or otherwise non-standard 
employment (Emmenegger, Hausermann, Palier, & Seeleib-Kaiser, 2012). 
Overall, while not all policy change is destructive, the totality of change 

59  This chapter is based on an article co-authored with Staffan Kumlin.
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underscores how welfare states must handle an expanding set of needs 
and goals with fewer resources.

These transformations of the welfare state affect citizens in direct and 
indirect ways. On a daily basis, citizens interact with a broad range of 
welfare state institutions when, for example, seeing a doctor, bringing 
their kids to school, or visiting their parents in a care home. These 
everyday interactions shape people’s perceptions of and support for the 
welfare state. As explained by Roosma et al. (2013, p. 250), “generally, 
people in European countries are very positive about the welfare state’s 
goals and range, while simultaneously feeling critical about its efficiency, 
effectiveness and policy outcomes.” More generally, as benefit generosity 
has declined and income inequality has increased in many countries in the 
past decades, many Western societies are experiencing a growing divide 
between the winners and losers of the welfare state. Among the losers 
are those who are no longer entitled to social benefits (or never have 
been) and disadvantaged groups who fail to thrive in the new system of 
equal opportunities. 

Scholars are increasingly examining how citizens’ political orientations 
respond to these transformations. A recent overview (Kumlin & 
Haugsgjerd, 2017) suggests that they only occasionally find an outlet 
in party choice, for example by triggering the electoral punishment of 
incumbents (Giger, 2011). Instead, consequences mainly concern broader 
‘democratic citizenship’ variables, such as generalized trust in democratic 
institutions, processes, and actors. There are two explanations for why 
welfare state retrenchment affects political trust. First, political trust 
is driven by welfare state performance (a policy feedback effect). It is 
negatively affected by ‘objective’ contextual variables such as income 
inequality, lower benefit generosity, complex events, as well as by 
negative subjective evaluations of social protection and public services. 
Second, it could be that the increased socio-economic risks in welfare 
state systems (following welfare states’ move away from risk mitigation 
and security towards social investment) negatively affect political trust. 
While risk is inherent to political trust, too much uncertainty makes it hard 
to trust. New welfare state politics is moving away from risk mitigation 
and security towards social investment. Accordingly, the increased socio-
economic risks in welfare state systems negatively affect political trust. In 
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this regard, the key question is: How can political trust be maintained 
in an era of resource scarcity and consequential welfare state-related 
dissatisfaction and increased social risks?

We assess the procedural fairness argument that citizens are not only or 
mainly concerned with the quality of policy outcomes; they also assess 
the fairness of the processes through which social protection and public 
services are experienced and delivered. The hypothesis is that if the 
processes of service delivery and social protection are perceived as fair, 
citizens are willing to accept unfavourable outcomes and still have trust 
in institutions. As such, the detrimental effects of negative outcomes and 
increased risk for political trust can be mitigated by increased procedural 
fairness. Despite its significance, procedural fairness is a rarely considered 
driver of political trust (cf. Linde, 2011). We use primary individual-level 
panel data regarding citizens’ experiences with welfare state institutions 
in Norway. These data allow us to examine how political trust responds 
to service quality evaluations, perceived risk, and perceived procedural 
fairness in welfare state experiences.

We contribute to the extant research in three distinct ways. First, an 
empirical contribution arises as research on the relationship between 
procedural fairness and political trust remains scarce, despite some 
important contributions in the last decade (for an overview, see Grimes, 
2017). Existing studies either focus on the perceived fairness of the 
government in general (e.g., Linde, 2011; Ulbig, 2002) or of a single 
government agency (Esaiasson, 2010; Grimes, 2006). By relying on citizens’ 
everyday experiences with a large range of welfare state institutions, we 
can provide a more general test of the procedural fairness hypothesis. 

Second, we make a theoretical contribution by emphasizing the 
contingency of the role of procedural fairness for political trust.60 Its 
influence varies with the overall satisfaction with policy outcomes, as well 
as with the risks and vulnerabilities that policies are meant to alleviate. 
On the one side, we predict that fairness matters especially among the 

60  As noted by Brambor et al. (2006), symmetry is a general feature of multiplicative 
interaction models (although it is commonly ignored in practice). Therefore, one is unable 
to distinguish the causal relationship where Z moderates the effect of X on Y from the causal 
relationship where X moderates the effect of Z on Y. In this article, we argue that both causal 
stories are theoretically accurate. 
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dissatisfied and the vulnerable. For such groups, fairness becomes a 
necessary maintainer and equalizer of political trust, particularly among 
economic losers in hard times. On the other side, we also argue that 
public service dissatisfaction and perceived risk are especially detrimental 
for political trust when procedural fairness is low. Here, procedural fairness 
mitigates the effect of unfavourable outcomes and increased risk. In other 
words, we argue for the symmetric contingency of the role of performance 
satisfaction and perceived risk on the one hand, and procedural fairness 
on the other.

Third, we make a set of interrelated methodological contributions. 
Importantly, we provide improved causal tests of the relationship 
between perceived procedural fairness and political trust using three-
wave individual-level panel data from Norway. These data also allow us 
to tap into evaluations of a much wider range of policy areas compared 
to the existing literature on welfare state performance, which has mostly 
relied on very few indicators. Furthermore, we depart from the majority 
of research on procedural fairness that is either set in a lab with little 
connection to the real world, or which is unable to determine causality 
by relying on cross-sectional survey data. By contrast, we test for causal 
effects of procedural fairness on political trust in a real-world setting. For 
a more stringent test, we analyse our individual-level panel data with an 
increasingly popular statistical model that allows us to study the effect 
of procedural fairness overall (between individuals) and the effect of 
changes in procedural fairness (over time within individuals) on political 
trust in one integrated model (B. Bartels, 2008; Bell & Jones, 2015).

5.3 Theory and hypotheses

5.3.1 Lessons from research on performance and political trust

Political trust is generally regarded as a key condition for the stability and 
survival of representative democracy. Hence, much research has been 
devoted to understanding its causes (for an overview, see Zmerli & van 
der Meer, 2017). For the scope of this article, we define political trust as a 
relational concept. It is a subjective evaluation of a relationship between 
a subject (A) and an object (B), where “A trusts B to do x” (Hardin, 1999, 
p. 9; van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017). A defining feature of this 
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trust relationship is the subject’s degree of uncertainty about the future 
behaviour of the object. Without such uncertainty, trust would not be 
necessary, as one could simply express support if one is certain about the 
outcome (van der Meer, 2017c). Accordingly, when granting trust, one 
accepts a certain degree of risk (Citrin & Stoker, 2018). Moreover, trust 
is prospective where it concerns a citizen’s judgement as to whether or 
not political authorities will perform in accordance with the expectations 
or interests of the public (Hetherington, 2005, p. 9; A. Miller & Listhaug, 
1999; van der Meer & Dekker, 2011). To come to such a judgement, 
however, there is a retrospective evaluative mechanism underlying trust, 
where the trustworthiness of the object is evaluated on the basis of its 
past performance. This trust-as-evaluation approach implies that good 
performance (on various aspects) induces high levels of political trust (van 
der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017).

Several strands of research have tested the trust-as-evaluation approach. 
The largest one has dealt with macroeconomic performance and 
perceptions. Here, the most convincing evidence is found at the individual 
level, in that perceptions of government performance quite strongly 
predict political trust. Evidence for an effect of objective measures of 
macroeconomic government performance on political trust is more mixed 
(cf. van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017). Nonetheless, a recent overview 
(van der Meer, 2017a) shows that especially macroeconomic changes 
within countries over time successfully explain much of the between-
country variations in political trust.

A more recent but growing body of literature suggests that citizens not 
only judge a political system on the basis of economic performance, but 
they also consider welfare state-related policy outputs, outcomes, and 
performance evaluations (e.g., Haugsgjerd, 2018; Kestilä-Kekkonen & 
Söderlund, 2016; Kumlin, 2004, 2007; Lühiste, 2014; A. Miller & Listhaug, 
1999; Mishler & Rose, 2001; Wroe, 2014). A review article (Kumlin & 
Haugsgjerd, 2017) illustrates how macro variables related to inequality 
and welfare generosity, as well as individual assessments of services, affect 
political trust. Connected to this, research shows that direct experiences 
with government policies provide influential input for performance 
evaluations, as well as broader political orientations (Kumlin, 2004; 
Rothstein, 2009; Soss, 1999; Watson, 2014). Moreover, while welfare state 
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performance evaluations have been identified as a predictor of political 
trust for some time (Haugsgjerd, 2018; Kumlin, 2004), such associations 
appear to have grown somewhat stronger in Europe after the 2008 
financial crisis and the 2015 refugee spike. This is the case especially in 
Southern European countries that were hit hard by the crisis (Ellinas & 
Lamprianou, 2014; Torcal, 2017), but also appears to apply elsewhere on 
the continent (de Blok, Haugsgjerd, & Kumlin, n.d.). 

Despite the significance of this research, several issues concerning 
measurement and causality remain largely unresolved (Haugsgjerd & 
Kumlin, 2019). As for measurement, most studies have had to rely on 
whatever performance assessments are available. For the many studies 
utilizing the European Social Survey (still the most useful comparative 
dataset), this has meant focusing on evaluations of performance in ‘health 
services’ and ‘education’ (e.g., Ellinas & Lamprianou, 2014; Kestilä-
Kekkonen & Söderlund, 2016; Kumlin, 2007; Lühiste, 2014; Torcal, 2017). 
Analysing these highly salient areas has clearly been useful, but at the same 
time they only tap into a limited part of the policy outputs and outcomes 
of mature welfare states. Moreover, it is unclear what these general 
evaluations actually capture. Recent findings suggest that performance 
perceptions do not always correspond with actual performance and may 
be susceptible to a partisan bias (e.g., Tilley & Hobolt, 2011; van der 
Meer & Dekker, 2011). In this paper, we therefore study more specific 
performance evaluations, on the basis of citizens’ personal experiences 
with a wide range of public services. Judging from findings in Haugsgjerd 
and Kumlin (2019), this will allow us to capture much more of the impact 
of welfare state performance dissatisfaction on political trust. 

As for causality, extant work on welfare state performance typically uses 
cross-sectional rather than individual longitudinal panel data. Furthermore, 
the few existing panel studies do not study political trust for the benefit 
of neighbouring concepts such as democratic citizenship or political 
participation (Watson, 2014). The relative lack of longitudinal individual-
level analysis makes even well-controlled multivariate effect coefficients 
open for interpretation. Cross-sectional relationships could, for example, 
be due to unmeasured unit heterogeneity or reciprocal causation. 



123Losers’ consent in a changing welfare state |

5.3.2 Linking risk to political trust

The welfare state and political trust have something in common: both 
are based on a notion of risk. Whereas trust is defined by a level of 
uncertainty about the future behaviour of the object (van der Meer, 
2017c), the fundamental basis of the welfare state is a demand for social 
insurance that protects people from major economic risks (Baldwin, 
1990). As discussed in the introduction, structural factors, including 
demographic transformations and global macroeconomic, technological, 
and ecological change, have put social protection systems under strain. 
As a consequence, contemporary welfare states are experiencing an 
expansion of socio-economic risks (Esping-Andersen, 1999). Little is 
known about the effects of these increasing risks on political trust. 
Theoretically, while a certain level of uncertainty is necessary for trust, too 
much uncertainty makes trust implausible (van der Meer, 2017c). Recent 
findings suggest a key role of risk for political trust: the 2008 financial 
crisis led to a steep decline in political trust in countries experiencing a 
combination of significant economic downturn and low social protection, 
and among groups with a lower social status (Dotti Sani & Magistro, 
2016; Haugsgjerd, 2018). Moreover, at the individual level, job insecurity 
negatively correlates with political trust (Wroe, 2014, 2016). More research 
is needed, however, on the consequences of general socio-economic 
risks for political trust. 

5.3.3 Contributions to research on procedural fairness

The research discussed so far suggests gloomy prospects for political trust 
in an era of welfare state challenges and change. If welfare states must 
satisfy more needs with fewer resources—and if contentious reforms, 
outcomes, negative evaluations, and increased risk hamper political 
trust—then the road ahead appears problematic.

But not so fast. Typical for the trust-as-evaluation literature is that 
government performance is measured in terms of outputs and outcomes, 
rather than in terms of process. Thus, surveys ask whether citizens are 
satisfied with the state of the health care and educational systems (see e.g., 
the European Election Studies). This focus likely finds its origin in public 
choice theory, which predicts that reactions to government performance 
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are primarily motivated by self-interest. Similarly, Easton (1975) argued 
that positive government outputs can create and sustain political support. 
If policy output is perceived as beneficial (either because people gain 
materially or because it promotes their values), this will contribute to their 
political trust (Kumlin, 2002, p. 67).

Yet, there are important reasons to expect that citizens do not only 
look at end results when evaluating government performance. They 
may also pay attention to how the output came about, i.e. the process. 
Procedural fairness theory was introduced as a counter-argument to the 
self-interest perspective. It predicts that people care about the decision-
making and implementation process preceding the output (Lind & Tyler, 
1988). As government decisions cannot benefit all citizens equally, 
procedural fairness can help explain why citizens accept these decisions, 
even though they do not benefit directly from them or they assess the 
outcomes as dissatisfactory. Perceptions and experiences of procedural 
fairness have been shown to affect political attitudes, such as decision 
acceptance (Esaiasson, 2010). Within psychology, this positive effect of 
perceived procedural fairness on subsequent reactions is also referred 
to as the fair process effect (Folger, Rosenfield, Grove, & Corkran, 1979; 
Hirschmann, 1970; K. van den Bos, 2005). Although most often studied in 
organizational contexts (Lind & van den Bos, 2002), the fair process effect 
is assumed to have substantial implications for a multitude of domains of 
human and organizational behaviour (Lind & Tyler, 1988).61 

So, what makes a process be perceived as fair? The measurement of 
procedural fairness takes many forms, such as the efficiency and speed 
with which government agencies handle requests (Wilke, 1991), whether 
people are treated with respect (Rothstein, 1998), and whether authorities 
are perceived as impartial (Rothstein, 2009; Rothstein & Teorell, 2008). 
In its simplest and earliest theorised form, however, procedural fairness 
is measured as experienced voice opportunities (Hirschmann, 1970). 
Voice involves ‘kicking up a fuss’ in any form of activity as a response to 
dissatisfaction, with the intention of producing a change in management 

61  While we acknowledge that the link between objective procedural fairness (rather than 
the perceptions thereof) and political attitudes is much less clear (see e.g., Esaiasson, 2010)
(see e.g., Esaiasson, 2010), it is not in the scope of this chapter to discuss the relationship 
between objective procedures and perceptions of procedural fairness. Rather, we focus 
solely on perceived procedural fairness as a key predictor of political trust. 
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(p. 30). It is an important procedural value of citizens’ interactions with 
state authorities: a process will be perceived as more fair if citizens have 
the idea that they “can exercise influence and communicate their views 
to public employees during the interaction process leading up to welfare 
state outcomes” (Kumlin, 2004, p. 44; cf. Thibaut & Walker, 1975). 

Voice opportunities can be both formal and informal (Kumlin, 2004). 
Formal voice opportunities are visible situations in which a subject’s input 
can have a direct effect on the process or subsequent decision. The link 
between formal voice opportunities and procedural fairness is in this 
case rather clear. Informal voice opportunities, on the other hand, are 
not obviously, visibly, or directly linked to actual decisions or changes 
(Kumlin, 2004). Rather, the informal voice concerns the experience of 
having the possibility to express one’s opinion to a public employee in 
the interaction process, regardless of one’s actual power to influence 
real decisions or reforms. These informal voice opportunities also have 
the potential to generate system legitimacy, and may be as important as 
formal voice opportunities (Lind, Kanfer, & Earley, 1990). 

The value of procedural fairness has been tested in a variety of settings, 
and on several dependent variables. Among the most commonly studied 
contexts are organizational (e.g., the work by K. van den Bos, 2005) and 
judiciary (e.g., Tyler, 1989) settings, as well as electoral settings in which 
political decision-making is taking place (i.e. the input side of democracy) 
(Esaiasson, 2010; Esaiasson, Persson, Gilljam, & Lindholm, 2016; Hibbing 
& Theiss-Morse, 2001). Less common is to study the fair process effect at 
the output side of democracy, in citizens’ direct interactions with street-
level bureaucrats in their daily life (but see Soss, 1999). Following Lipsky 
(1980), street-level bureaucracy entails a subset of public agency where 
civil servants have direct contact with members of the public, including 
police officers, social workers, and public school teachers. As noted by 
Rothstein (2009, p. 325), “citizens generally come into contact with the 
output side of the political system—with the administration, that is—far 
more frequently and intensively than they do with its input side”. These 
contact experiences with public institutions, where citizens are recipients 
of welfare services, also entail an important process component that can 
affect citizens’ attitudes. Although procedural fairness in this domain more 
commonly entails informal rather than formal voice opportunities (as it 
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concerns the enactment of predetermined policies, and management 
cannot really be changed), these experiences could nonetheless 
contribute to political trust. 

There are several reasons why observing fair treatment during encounters 
with public officials can foster institutional trust. Citizens induce the 
trustworthiness of political authorities from how these authorities treat 
them (Grimes, 2017). If citizens perceive that they are being treated fairly 
by public officials, they will believe that the political system in general 
is trustworthy and will consequently hold higher levels of political trust 
(Marien & Werner, 2018, p. 74; Soss, 1999). Perceptions of procedural 
fairness can therefore function as a heuristic of the trustworthiness 
of institutions and actors. Alternatively, from the trust-as-evaluation 
perspective, procedural fairness can also directly affect trust when citizens 
evaluate government performance based on the quality of its policy 
implementation procedures. In both cases, we predict that:

Between and within hypothesis:

H1: Perceived procedural fairness of welfare state services has a positive 
direct effect on political trust.

5.3.4 Conditionality of the fair process effect

Empirically, existing evidence for a relationship between procedural fairness 
and political trust is mixed (for an overview, see Grimes, 2017). While some 
authors argue for a clear causal relationship between procedural fairness 
and political trust (MacCoun, 2005; Tyler, 2006), others seriously question 
whether the one causally drives the other (Esaiasson, 2010; Levi & Stoker, 
2000; A. Miller & Listhaug, 1999; Weatherford, 1992). While these mixed 
findings could indeed be the result of endogeneity or reversed causality 
problems (discussed in more detail below), another explanation could 
be that the role of procedural fairness is conditional. Its importance in 
explaining attitudes and behaviour varies between people, between 
contexts, and between time-points. Hence, it is essential to explore why 
(and when) fairness matters to people (Lind & Tyler, 1988). We argue that the 
heterogeneity of the perceived fairness effect on political trust is the result 
of its interdependency with public service satisfaction and perceived risk.
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A fair process effect is contingent on a person’s overall evaluation of 
welfare state services and vice versa. On the one hand, voice opportunities 
may only be important in situations where people are dissatisfied with 
the outcome of a service (Kumlin, 2004).62 Only then do they desire to 
express their opinion and influence how institutions are run. Accordingly, 
procedural fairness only has an effect for ‘losers’ but not for ‘winners’, i.e. 
those who are satisfied with the outcome. On the other hand, overall service 
dissatisfaction may have fewer detrimental consequences for political trust 
if citizens perceive the process as fair. Here, a fair procedure could soften 
the blow of not getting one’s desired outcome. If procedural fairness is 
perceived as low, however, this could exacerbate the harmful influence 
of welfare state service dissatisfaction on political trust. We therefore 
predict a symmetric contingency of the effects of perceived procedural 
fairness and overall satisfaction with public services on political trust.63 

Between hypotheses:

H2 z|x: The marginal between effect of procedural fairness on political 
trust is positive when public service satisfaction is at its lowest; however, 
as public service satisfaction rises, the effect of procedural fairness 
declines and, at some value of public service satisfaction, has no effect 
on political trust. 
H2 x|z: The marginal effect of public service satisfaction on political trust is 
positive at all values of procedural fairness; however, this effect is highest 
when procedural fairness is at its lowest and decreases in magnitude as 
procedural fairness increases.

62  The moderation could, however, also run in the opposite direction. As noted, public 
choice theory presumes that people’s reactions to government performance are primarily 
motivated by self-interest. In this light, those experiencing an unfavourable outcome may 
not care to look beyond the outcome to the quality of the process. They will lose trust in 
state institutions, regardless of how they were treated during the process. By contrast, those 
who experience a favourable outcome are in the luxury position of being able to care about 
procedural fairness; their primary need for a satisfactory outcome having been fulfilled. As 
such, procedural fairness only matters once the outcome is positive. Such a causal direction 
is, however, highly under-theorized and therefore warrants less focus within this study. 
63  The formulation of these hypotheses is based on the guidelines for improving tests for 
conditional theories of Berry at al. (2012).
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Within hypotheses:

H3 z|x: The marginal within effect of procedural fairness on political 
trust is positive when public service satisfaction is at its lowest level (i.e. 
greatest negative change). This effect declines in magnitude as public 
service satisfaction increases and, at some positive within values of public 
service satisfaction, procedural fairness has no effect on political trust. 
H3 x|z: The marginal within effect of public service satisfaction on political 
trust is positive when procedural fairness is at its lowest level (i.e. greatest 
negative change). This effect declines in magnitude as procedural fairness 
increases and, at some within values of procedural fairness, public service 
satisfaction has no effect on political trust. 

The role of procedural fairness on political trust is also contingent 
on perceptions of risk, and vice versa. This argument is based on the 
uncertainty management theory that has received wide support within 
organizational sciences (Lind & van den Bos, 2002, p. 184). It predicts that 
the “key function […] of fairness is that it provides people with a way to 
cope with uncertainties that arise in their lives”. These perceived risks do 
not necessarily have to be related to direct interactions with authorities 
(e.g., a lack of information on the trustworthiness of the authority, or risk 
regarding the outcome), but could also concern feelings of risk more 
generally. On the one hand, this means that people make greater use of 
fairness judgements when they are experiencing a risk of any kind (p. 184). 
On the other hand, the negative effect of perceived risk on political trust 
could be cushioned by the experience of a fair process, as procedural 
fairness provides them with a way to deal with these risks. Especially 
regarding the risks of unemployment, illness, and insufficient income, 
experiencing procedural justice induces confidence that welfare state 
services will operate fairly should one need some kind of social service in 
the near future. Accordingly, we predict a symmetric contingency:

Between hypotheses:

H4 z|x: The marginal between effect of procedural fairness on political 
trust is positive at all values of perceived risk; however, this effect is 
highest when perceived risk is at its highest, and decreases in magnitude 
as perceived risk decreases. 



129Losers’ consent in a changing welfare state |

H4 x|z: The marginal effect of perceived risk on political trust is negative 
at all values of procedural fairness; however, this effect is highest when 
procedural fairness is at its lowest, and decreases in magnitude as 
procedural fairness increases.

Within hypotheses:

H5 z|x: The marginal within effect of procedural fairness on political trust 
is positive for all values of perceived risk; however, this effect is highest 
when perceived risk is at its highest (i.e. greatest positive change), and 
decreases in magnitude as perceived risk decreases. 
H5 x|z: The marginal within effect of perceived risk on political trust 
is negative for all values of procedural fairness; however, this effect is 
highest when procedural fairness is at its lowest (i.e. greatest negative 
change), and decreases in magnitude as procedural fairness increases.

5.4 Data and methods

To test our hypotheses, we rely on three waves of Norwegian panel data 
from the Support for the Affluent Welfare State (SuppA) study (Kumlin et 
al., 2016). More generally, studying Norway allows us to go beyond the US 
and Southern Europe, which are the most common sites in the literature 
used for identifying the consequences of government performance 
for political trust. While Norway is generally regarded as a high trust 
country, similar to other Northern European countries, it has experienced 
remarkable economic development over the past decades fuelled by 
oil and gas revenues, resulting in unparalleled public savings and high 
employment rates. Moreover, it has one of the most generous welfare 
systems in the world. On the one hand, this increases the likelihood that 
citizens will connect their welfare state experiences to their trust in the 
national government. On the other hand, Norwegians’ expectations of 
their universal welfare state are relatively high, which can tone down the 
level of satisfaction.

The data was collected between 2014 and 2017, which marked a special 
period as Norway suddenly experienced an unexpected structural 
economic shift due to falling oil prices. This economic downturn was 
heavily politicized and was broadly covered in the media. Accordingly, 
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it was a period in which issues related to welfare state performance and 
socio-economic risks were highly salient. Moreover, the economic turmoil 
increased variations in perceived risk and public service satisfaction. 

The data captures citizens’ experiences with a wide variety of welfare 
institutions, and various features of these experiences, across time. For an 
overview of the different types of welfare experiences and the frequency 
thereof, see the appendices. This panel data is a major improvement 
on what currently exists in the literature: unlike existing cross-sectional 
studies on procedural fairness (e.g., Marien & Werner, 2018), we are better 
equipped to make causal statements. And unlike experimental procedural 
studies (Tyler, 2013), our findings are set in the real world. A sample was 
drawn from TNS Gallup’s access panel using a two-staged sampling 
procedure that included a random sample of individuals residing in 61 
strategically selected municipalities and/or city districts.64 Response rates 
from the pre-recruited access panel were 50-60%. This led to a sample 
consisting of 5420 respondents between the ages of 18-75. 52% of these 
respondents participated in the first two waves, and 29% participated in 
all three waves. Newly recruited members were also added to the second 
wave. The data was collected through an online survey.

5.4.1 Modelling technique

On this panel data, we perform a multilevel linear regression (using the 
‘xtreg’ command in Stata 13) including both between and within effects 
of general satisfaction with welfare state services, perceptions of risk, 
and procedural fairness (level 1 variables). The novel Random Effects 
Within Between (REWB) framework for analysing nested/panel data (B. 
Bartels, 2008; Bell & Jones, 2015) allows us to separate these effects. The 
between-persons effect of procedural fairness constitutes the individual-
level mean of procedural fairness, while the within-person effect of 
procedural fairness specifically grasps the variations from this mean in 
the respondent’s assessment of procedural fairness over time. Hence, the 
within effect models whether a change in procedural fairness results in 
a change of trust for a single individual. The REWB framework has the 

64  TNS Gallup’s access panel consists of approximately 50,000 people who were recruited 
through random sampling and agreed to participate; no self-recruitment is allowed, and the 
panel is continuously updated (see www.galluppanelet.no).
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advantages of fixed effect and random effects models combined (ibid). 
Rather than controlling for cluster confounding bias between respondents, 
as is done in fixed effects models, the REWB framework explicitly models 
such (causal) heterogeneity by separating between-cluster from within-
cluster effects. This “[c]luster confounding has significant implications for 
how one interprets the effects of independent variables in clustered data, 
and therefore, detecting and correcting for it is crucial for understanding 
the precise nature of relationships and for testing hypotheses” (B. Bartels, 
2008, p. 10). 

This approach has two advantages: first, the within effects are independent 
of any factors resulting from differences between individuals. When 
studying relationships between evaluations and attitudes, there is a serious 
threat of endogeneity problems. Perceptual biases, such as partisanship 
or a general positivity bias, often serve as a filter through which new 
information is selected and evaluated (Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 
2003; Zaller, 1996). While partisanship is less likely to play a role on the 
bureaucratic side of an institutional system (which is less closely linked 
to politics), it is still something to consider. We include various controls 
(including government support) when studying relationships between 
individuals, but this is not a perfect solution. The within-individual effects 
are, however, unaffected by perceptual biases resulting from between-
individual heterogeneity. As such, we are able to circumvent a large part 
of the endogeneity problems. 

Second, we are better equipped to rule out time-invariant unit 
endogeneity than previous research. Put differently, we are in a better 
position to establish whether there is a causal effect. There is nevertheless 
still a possibility that reversed causality trust in political authorities shapes 
how a person evaluates the performance (including the perceived 
fairness) of authorities. As such, we do not argue that the relationship is 
unidimensional; indeed, a recent study on the same panel data suggests 
a reciprocal relationship between performance evaluations and political 
trust (Haugsgjerd & Kumlin, 2019). Rather, we argue that there is a causal 
relationship between welfare state performance and political trust.
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5.4.2 Dependent variable

To measure political trust, we created an index of three items asking 
respondents how much trust they have in the government, political 
parties, and in parliament, each measured on a 4-point scale (Cronbach’s 
alpha 0.82).65 

5.4.3 Independent variables

To capture citizens’ general satisfaction with welfare state services, we 
use the mean level of their satisfaction in all welfare services. Respondents 
were asked “How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the following 
services in your municipality/county?” for 18 types of services in total, 
covering a variety of health care and educational institutions.66 Answers 
ranged from very dissatisfied (1) to very satisfied (5). Those who had no 
direct or only indirect experiences with a welfare institution were coded 
as ‘missing’ for this variable. When we do not use overall welfare service 
satisfaction as a moderator in our models, it serves as a control variable 
to ensure that the procedural fairness measure grasps satisfaction with 
the process alone, rather than tapping into some more general (dis)
satisfaction.67

Perceived risk is captured using the question battery on how likely it is 
that the following things will happen in the next 12 months: becoming 
65  We also ran the models on an alternative dependent measurement of political trust 
that excluded the government (as this has been criticized for being sensitive to party 
preference). This nevertheless yielded similar results (see the appendices). Moreover, since 
we control for government support, we believe that the index captures political trust more 
generally. 
66  The different types of services included: general practitioner, emergency room, nursing 
home or retirement home (run by the municipality, a non-profit organization, or a private 
company), home care or home nursing care, the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Service, 
kindergarten (run by the municipality, a non-profit organization, or a private company), 
municipal primary school, primary school operated by a non-profit organization, afterschool 
programme, public health centre, specialist health care services, secondary school, higher 
education, and rehabilitation centre. 
67  There is a possibility that when evaluating the overall welfare service, respondents 
consider, amongst other things, the process. As such, by putting this measure into our 
models in combination with a single measure of procedural fairness, we might take away 
some of the variation in process satisfaction. Accordingly, we might over-control by 
including overall satisfaction in our model. We nonetheless regard it as essential to reduce 
the possibility that perceptions of the process are driven by citizens’ outcome satisfaction. 
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unemployed, having less time for paid work due to taking care of sick 
relatives, being on sick leave, getting divorced, and not having enough 
money to cover household necessities (Cronbach’s alpha 0.65). These 
items were answered on a 4-point scale from not at all likely (1) to very 
likely (4).

We operationalize perceived procedural fairness by focusing on its 
simplest and most basic form: whether citizens were given a voice.68 
Respondents were asked to rate different aspects of the welfare services: 
“If you now continue to think about those services you have used yourself 
during the past 12 months, to what degree would you say the following 
statements fit your own experience?” For each statement, respondents 
could answer on a 5-point scale ranging from not relevant (0), very poorly 
(1), to very well (4). To measure voice opportunities, we rely on the item 
“Employees have been helpful and listened to what I have had to say”. 
Those who answered ‘not relevant’ were set to the median score (2.5). In 
our opinion, these respondents have neutral voice perceptions, as they 
are neither positive nor negative. We nonetheless also performed the 
analysis excluding these respondents, which yielded similar results.69 

To control for alternative explanations of political trust (cf. Zmerli & van 
der Meer, 2017), we include a range of variables in our models: gender, 
age, level of education, immigrant status, political interest, income, and 
whether they voted for a government party (‘home team’). 

68  We also tested alternative measures of perceived procedural fairness: a theory-driven 
index and a data-driven index. For the former, we relied on the items “Employees have 
been helpful and listened to what I have had to say” (voice), “Employees have been helpful 
and listened to what I have had to say” (influence), and “I have had the opportunity to 
choose between different service providers” (exit). These items were combined into one 
index (Cronbach’s alpha 0.64). For the latter, we employed a factor analysis to determine 
which items create a scale with the highest validity. This resulted in an index of the following 
items: “Employees have worked quickly and efficiently”, “I have received the service and 
help I am entitled to”, and “Employees have been helpful and listened to what I have had 
to say” (Cronbach’s alpha 0.89). However, these more advanced scales yielded very similar 
results as our voice measure. Therefore, we focus on the simplest measure of perceived 
procedural fairness for our main analyses, but have included the analyses using the other 
procedural fairness measures in the appendices.
69  Results are available upon request.
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5.5 Results

5.5.1 Direct effects

Table 5.1 presents the coefficients of the REWB estimation of our key 
predictor variables on political trust. The between effects (marked ‘btw’) 
tell us whether a predictor variable on average (individual mean across all 
waves) predicts political trust. These effects therefore concern average 
differences between individuals in their evaluations of procedural fairness 
and their levels of political trust. The within effects (marked ‘wi’) look at 
differences within individuals across time, where an effect is based on 
the deviation from the individual mean. In other words, a positive score 
on the procedural fairness within variable indicates that the respondent 
perceived the procedure at time t as more fair than he/she had on average 
across all the waves. A positive effect then indicates that perceiving a 
process as more fair than one did in other waves is related to a higher 
level of political trust at that point. These within effects are like fixed-
effect coefficients in the way that they control for all variation originating 
from differences between individuals. 

In line with previous research, we find that those who are satisfied with 
welfare state services overall also hold more trust compared to other 
individuals (Model 1). A one-unit increase in overall satisfaction (measured 
on a 5-point scale) is associated with an increase in political trust of 0.20, 
compared to other individuals. Concerning the within effect of overall 
satisfaction with welfare state services, an increase in satisfaction over 
time seems to be positively related to political trust, but the effect is 
not statistically different from 0. Furthermore, those respondents who 
perceive their future as risky, i.e. who think they may become unemployed 
or sick, also have less political trust compared to other people. A one-
unit increase in perceived risk (measured on a 4-point scale) leads to a 
reduction in political trust of 0.10 (on a 4-point scale) (the between effect). 
However, increased perceived risk over time does not result in a change 
in political trust (the within effect), although the effect is in the expected 
direction. The insignificance of these within effects could also be the result 
of the lack of variation across time (see distributions in the appendices).
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Both the within and between effects of perceived procedural fairness are 
positive and significant. The within effect is smaller, and logically so seeing 
that there is much less variance within individuals over time compared to 
between individuals. That said, within individuals, a one-unit increase in 
procedural fairness (compared to the individual mean across all waves) 
is linked to an increase in political trust of 0.02 (on a 4-point scale). 
Individuals who perceive the procedures as more fair compared to other 
individuals also hold higher levels of political trust, where a difference of 
one unit in perceived procedural fairness is related to a difference of 0.09 
in political trust (on a 4-point scale). 

Table 5.1 REWB estimation of political trust

MODEL 1 MODEL 2 MODEL 3
WITHIN EFFECTS Coef.

(SE)
P Coef.

(SE)
P Coef.

(SE)
P

Evaluation (wi) 0.02 .12 0.02 .10 0.02 .12

      [-2.4 2] (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Procedural fairness (wi) 0.02 .06 0.02 .09 0.02 .06

      [-1.67 1.67] (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Perceived risk (wi) -0.01 .56 -0.01 .55 -0.01 .26

      [-1.33 2] (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

BETWEEN EFFECTS

Evaluation (btw) 0.20 .00 0.40 .00 0.20 .00

      [1 5] (0.01) (0.04) (0.01)

Procedural fairness (btw) 0.09 .00 0.31 .00 0.00 .92

      [1 4] (0.01) (0.05) (0.04)

Perceived risk (btw) -0.10 .00 -0.09 .00 -0.27 .00

       [1 4] (0.02) (0.02) (0.07)

CONTROL VARIABLES

Female   0.07 .00 0.07 .00 0.07 .00

      [0 1] (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Age     -0.00 .55 -0.00 .72 -0.00 .70

      [15 92] (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

table continues
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MODEL 1 MODEL 2 MODEL 3
Level of education 0.04 .00 0.04 .00 0.04 .00

      [1 4] (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Income   0.01 .00 0.01 .00 0.01 .00

      [1 8] (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Non-Western immigrant 0.02 .34 0.03 .27 0.03 .31

      [0 1] (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Political interest 0.11 .00 0.11 .00 0.11 .00

      [0 1] (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Home team  0.04 .06 0.03 .02 0.03 .02

      [0 1] (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

INTERACTION EFFECTS

Procedural fairness (wi)*Evaluation 
(wi)

-0.12 .01

      (0.04)

Procedural fairness 
(bw)*Evaluation (bw) 

-0.06 .00

      (0.01)

Procedural fairness (wi)*Perceived 
risk (wi)

-0.03 .67

      (0.07)

Procedural fairness (bw)*Perceived 
risk (bw)

0.06 .00

      (0.02)

Constant 1.36 .00 0.67 *** 1.58 .00

      (0.06) (0.15) (0.12)

Σu 0.45 0.45 0.45

Σe 0.36 0.36 0.36
ρ 0.61 0.60 0.60

N      9676 9535 9535

Clusters 6516 6516 6516

Source: Suppa 2014, 2015, 2017 
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5.5.2 Conditional effects

To study the conditionality of the effects of welfare service satisfaction, 
perceived risk, and procedural fairness, we include within and between 
interaction effects.70 For each side of the interaction, the marginal effects 
and distributions are plotted. 

Model 2 investigates the interlinkage between general satisfaction 
with welfare state services and procedural fairness. The product 
term of the interaction is significant and negative, both within and 
between individuals. We first interpret the between effect (coef.  
-0.06). On the one side, the marginal effects in Figure 5.1 tell us that 
for all respondents, the overall quality of welfare services has a positive 
effect on political trust, but that the effect is largest for those who 
have experienced low levels of procedural fairness. Figure 5.2 looks at 
the alternative side of the between interaction and instead shows that 
procedural fairness does not have a positive effect on political trust for 
all respondents. Rather, procedural fairness has a significant positive 
effect on trust for those who are not (completely) satisfied with the overall 
quality of the welfare services (87.6% of our sample). 

70  It was not in the scope of this article to test the conditionality of the effect of welfare 
service satisfaction on perceived risk. Additional analyses (not presented) nonetheless 
show that the within and between interaction effects for perceived risk and public service 
satisfaction are positive, but only statistically significant at the between level. This suggests 
that the negative influence of welfare state dissatisfaction is aggravated when a respondent 
also perceives his/her future as being at risk. The opposite of course also holds: the 
detrimental effect of risk on political trust is greater when a person is unsatisfied with the 
current state of social services. The interlinkage between performance factors and risk 
perceptions could be a fruitful avenue for future research. 
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Figure 5.1 Marginal between-person effect of general satisfaction with 
welfare services on political trust per level of voice (95% CI) and histogram 
voice

Figure 5.2 Marginal between-person effect of voice on political trust per 
level of general satisfaction with welfare services (95% CI) and histogram 
satisfaction
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Next, the within interaction effect is also negative and significant (coef. 
-0.12). The marginal effects in Figure 5.3 suggest that an increase in 
perceived procedural fairness has a positive effect on political trust, but 
only for those whose overall satisfaction with welfare state services has 
decreased. Political trust seems unaffected by a change in perceived 
procedural fairness for those who have become more satisfied with 
welfare state services overall.71 On the other side, the direct effect of 
changes in one’s general satisfaction is also contingent on changes in 
procedural fairness, but to a lesser extent: an increase in perceived 
procedural fairness has a positive effect on political trust, but only for 
those whose overall satisfaction with welfare state services has decreased 
(Figure 5.4) (13.8% of our sample). When plotting the predicted values of 
trust for two values of overall satisfaction (μ ± σ) in Figure 5.5, it becomes 
particularly evident that only for those who are relatively unsatisfied with 
the general state of welfare services does procedural fairness make a 
difference. 

71  Here, it may appear that within individuals, procedural fairness is negatively associated 
with trust for those whose overall satisfaction has increased (i.e. an increase in procedural 
fairness leads to less trust among those who are satisfied), yet this affects only 1% of our 
sample and therefore such conclusions are rather presumptuous. In comparison, a positive 
effect of procedural fairness is observed for 27.3% of our sample and is insignificant for 
71.7% of our sample. 
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Figure 5.3 Marginal within-person effect of voice on political trust per 
level of general satisfaction with welfare services (95% CI) and histogram 
voice

Figure 5.4 Marginal within-person effect of general satisfaction with 
welfare services on political trust per level of voice (95% CI) and histogram 
general satisfaction 
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Figure 5.5 Within: predicted value of political trust per level of voice, for 
two values of overall satisfaction (μ ± σ) (95% CI)

Moving on to our second interaction term, Model 3 tests whether the 
fairness effect is moderated by perceptions of risk (of losing a job or a 
partner, of becoming ill, or of not having sufficient money to get by). The 
within interaction effect between procedural fairness and perceived risk 
is not statistically significant, meaning that an increase in risk does not 
moderate the effect of an increase in procedural fairness within individuals. 
However, the between interaction effect is positive and highly significant 
(coef. 0.06). On the one side, this means that having a voice has a positive 
effect on political trust for individuals with all degrees of perceived risk, 
yet this effect is largest for those who perceive their future as particularly 
risky (Figure 5.6). On the other side of the relationship, experiencing high 
levels of risk has a negative effect on political trust for almost all people, 
except for those who experience high levels of procedural fairness when 
interacting with welfare state services (Figure 5.7). Here, the effect of risk 
is insignificant for 19.4% of our sample. To clarify, as becomes evident 
from the predicted values in Figure 5.8, this means that individuals who 
experience high degrees of uncertainty do not statistically differ in their 
level of political trust from those who experience little uncertainty, if they 
perceive the process of welfare state services as fair. 
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Figure 5.6 - Marginal between-person effect of voice on political trust per 
level of perceived risk (95% CI) and histogram perceived risk

Figure 5.7 - Marginal between-person effect of perceived risk on political 
trust per level of voice (95% CI) and histogram voice
FV 
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Figure 5.8 - Between: predicted value of political trust per level of voice, 
for two values of perceived risk (μ ± σ) 

5.6 Discussion and conclusion

For European countries, the last decade has been characterized by dramatic 
economic and political developments: what started off as a financial crisis 
developed into a Euro crisis; simultaneously, countries had to deal with 
a great influx of refugees. This turbulent period led to large-scale social 
policy reform and welfare state retrenchment. As a result, European welfare 
states are nowadays more restrictive than before, and social resources are 
relatively scarce. Consequently, in comparison to the previous decade, 
fewer citizens benefit from the welfare state. This leads to the question 
of what the consequences are of this welfare state change for citizens’ 
attitudes towards the system and democratic legitimacy more generally.

Based on our findings, we argue that increased resource scarcity does 
not need to result in a decline in political trust, if one invests in process 
quality. To summarize, our analyses show, first, that perceived procedural 
fairness during citizens’ direct interactions with welfare state services can 
help to generate political trust (thereby confirming H1). Second, and more 
importantly, perceived procedural fairness can mitigate the detrimental 
effects of unfavourable outcomes and increased risk. Here, we have 
demonstrated the symmetry of this contingency. On the one hand, it is 
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particularly the current losers (those who are unsatisfied with the outcomes) 
and the prospective losers (those who perceive their future as risky) who 
attach greater weight to the quality of the process in their trust judgement. 
On the other hand, welfare service dissatisfaction and perceived risk is 
particularly detrimental for those who perceive the process as relatively 
unfair. As such, these findings are not only relevant to the literature on 
political trust, but also to practitioners and policy makers more generally. 

We are aware of the possible endogeneity problems of procedural 
fairness perceptions and performance evaluations in general. These 
may be influenced by perceptual screens such as partisanship or other 
predispositions on authorities. Alternatively, perceptions of the process 
could also be coloured by a person’s satisfaction with the outcome. As 
such, a discrepancy could occur between objective procedural fairness 
and the perceptions thereof (cf. Esaiasson et al., 2016). We have tried 
to overcome this possible endogeneity problem in multiple ways. By 
simultaneously modelling fairness perceptions with general satisfaction 
with welfare state services, while controlling for government support, 
we increase the likelihood that the remaining between-persons variation 
in procedural fairness is driven by actual experiences, rather than by 
predispositions about state institutions or unfavourable outcomes. 
Moreover, the within effects automatically control for all variation between 
individuals (including a person’s attitude towards the government). Still, 
we are not able to solve the endogeneity issue altogether. In comparison 
to past research, we are better equipped to rule out time-invariant unit 
heterogeneity, but endogeneity across time could still affect our results. 

Our panel data on citizens’ real experiences, in combination with the 
separation of within- and between-respondent variation, allow for a stringent 
test of the causal effect of procedural fairness during welfare state interactions 
on political trust. We find support for such a causal effect, both directly and 
indirectly. That said, we do not argue that the relationship between perceived 
procedural fairness and political trust is unidimensional. For example, 
Haugsgjerd and Kumlin (2019) show that procedural fairness affects trust and 
that distrust affects how a person evaluates procedural fairness. In comparison, 
we provide evidence for one avenue of causality: increased procedural 
fairness at the output side of democracy drives trust in the political system.
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6 Conclusion

6.1 The democratic challenge

The degree to which political support is driven by the performance of 
political authorities has been of interest to political scientists for decades. 
This relationship is believed to be driven by an accountability mechanism, 
where citizens grant or withhold support on the basis of their performance 
evaluations. Broadly speaking, political support concerns “the way in 
which a person evaluatively orients himself to some object through either 
his attitudes or his behavior” (Easton, 1975, p. 436). As such, it can range 
from very specific forms of support, such as voting for a particular politician, 
to rather diffuse feelings, such as national pride and political trust. This 
dissertation focuses mainly on the latter. I have distinguished political 
trust as a subset of political support and have set it apart by arguing that 
it a) constitutes an expectation of a relationship between a subject and a 
political object (either at the local, national, or supranational level), b) is 
evaluative in nature, and c) typically involves a degree of risk on the part 
of the subject (because of his/her dependence on the outcome and the 
lack of complete information on the future behaviour of the object). Since 
political trust is a subset of political support, this dissertation speaks to 
the literature on political support more generally.

The trust-as-evaluation approach predicts that citizens trust political 
authorities when they perform well, and lose trust if they do not (e.g., 
Dalton, 2004; Hakhverdian & Mayne, 2012; Kestilä-Kekkonen & 
Söderlund, 2016; Kumlin & Haugsgjerd, 2017; A. Miller & Listhaug, 1999; 
Norris, 1999; Taylor, 2000; Torcal, 2014; van der Meer, 2010, 2017b; van 
Erkel & van der Meer, 2016). As such, accountability mechanisms reach 
beyond the ballot box. Despite overwhelming evidence that subjective 
evaluations of policy issues correlate with political trust, existing research 
on the trust-as-evaluation approach faces two challenges. On the one 
hand, there appears to be a discrepancy between theory and reality: 
the explanatory influence of system performance satisfaction (generally 
operationalized as evaluations of the state of the economy) on political 
trust strongly varies across persons, time, and space, while the original 
trust-as-evaluation approach fails to account for such heterogeneity. On 
the other hand, existing findings provide important but insufficient proof 
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of a causal relationship between performance satisfaction and political 
trust, because cross-sectional designs dominate this line of research. The 
resulting between-persons correlations face the risk of spuriousness (if 
an underlying attitude such as general pessimism explains both citizens’ 
low evaluations and lack of trust) and reversed causality (if political trust 
functions as a ‘running tally’ of how people perceive government actions). 
Recently, scholars have therefore called for an updated understanding 
of the accountability mechanism driving political trust, including a 
specification of its key conditions (cf. C. J. Anderson, 2007; van der Meer, 
2017a). 

The ideal of democratic accountability places great demands on both the 
roles of citizens and the institutional arrangements of a political system. 
The goal of this dissertation is to refine the trust-as-evaluation approach 
by explicating the assumption that an accountability mechanism drives 
a relationship between evaluations of political system performance and 
political trust. As such, this dissertation marks a turn away from the simple 
‘X therefore Y’ approach that is dominant in the literature, towards a more 
complicated model that recognizes the contingency of the relationship 
between performance satisfaction and political trust upon individual 
and institutional characteristics. It seeks to uncover the heterogeneity 
of evaluation-based political trust by answering the following research 
question: What are the critical conditions for a relationship between 
government performance evaluations and political trust at the micro 
level? More specifically, it argues that the trust-as-evaluation approach 
should be moderated by attributions of government responsibility and 
personal values. Accordingly, it aims to provide a more stringent test of 
the evaluative basis of political trust.

This concluding chapter is structured as follows. First, I will briefly 
summarize the findings of this research endeavour, after which I will reflect 
upon the overall conclusions for the trust-as-evaluation approach. Then 
I will discuss the contributions made by these findings, and address the 
limitations of my PhD research. I will conclude this chapter by reflecting 
upon the implications for democratic accountability. 
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6.2  Summary of findings

In line with the existing research, all chapters demonstrate a positive and 
significant relationship between subjective performance and political 
trust at the between-persons level. This confirms that citizens who are 
more satisfied with the performance of their political authorities tend to 
have more trust in them. While such findings are evidently crucial, they 
are not sufficient to establish an evaluative basis of political trust, because 
1) they fail to eliminate endogenous explanations, and 2) they do not 
model the underlying mechanisms. 

To address the first limitation, this dissertation takes on a three-fold 
approach. First, it employs a broader conceptualization of political 
performance, which is predominantly operationalized in terms of 
economic outputs. Rather, this dissertation shows that it is not just 
economic performance that affects political trust at the micro level, but 
also citizens’ satisfaction with health care, education, crime prevention, 
and immigration policy (among other things) (Chapters II, III, and IV). 
Likewise, citizens also rely on their process evaluations, in addition to 
their outcome satisfaction, in their trust calculus (Chapter V). It is not an 
either/or question, and these different types of performance evaluations 
(of various topics and orientations) should be understood as parallel 
explanations of political trust. 

Second, this dissertation tries to largely eliminate endogenous 
explanations by focusing on variation within persons. These within-
person effects provide stronger evidence for an evaluative mechanism 
underlying political trust, because they are estimated while controlling 
for all factors resulting from differences between individuals. Chapters 
III and V indeed confirm that within individuals, performance satisfaction 
is positively related to political trust. In other words, controlling for all 
differences between individuals, if a person is relatively more satisfied 
with a policy issue (relative to other issues or previous evaluations), he/
she will be relatively more trusting of political authorities. 

Third, to test whether the relationship between performance evaluations 
and political trust is not solely driven by reversed causality, I have also 
studied temporal variation. Chapters IV and V identify changes in 
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performance satisfaction as a cause for an increase or decrease in political 
trust. 

Objective 
responsibility

Performance 
Evaluations Political Trust

Salience

Subjective 
responsibility 

Procedural 
fairness

Figure 6.1 Summary of findings

To solve the second limitation (i.e. the omission of causal mechanisms), 
this dissertation explicitly studies the key conditions for an accountability 
mechanism driving political trust. In this light, the empirical chapters yield 
evidence for the contingency of the trust-as-evaluation approach resulting 
from significant individual-level heterogeneity. The explication of these 
conditions takes on two parts, with the first focusing on government 
responsibilities (illustrated by the upper half of Figure 6.1) and the second 
focusing on personal values (illustrated by the bottom half of Figure 6.1).

The first half of this dissertation demonstrates that an increase in multilevel 
governing structures (as a result of processes of decentralization, 
Europeanization, and globalization) reduces the likelihood that trust is 
driven by evaluations of institutional performance. In Chapter II, I find that 
policy dissatisfaction is particularly detrimental for political trust when 
clarity of responsibility is high. Here, both the diffusion of power within 
the national government, and between different levels of government, is 
considered. In other words, these findings imply that there are negative 
consequences to the ‘shrinking’ of states in terms of the ability of citizens 
to hold their political authorities accountable. To an extent, this could be 

+ + only within individuals

+ + between individuals:
only those not satisfied
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perceived as cognitive behaviour: citizens are less likely to hinge their 
trust judgments upon political outcomes when institutional contexts 
hamper their ability to assign responsibility with certainty. In addition, 
the findings suggest that punishing the responsible government actors 
for poor performance, by ‘throwing the rascals out’, does not prevent 
citizens from losing trust in the broader political system. 

What happens when citizens are able to assign responsibility to a 
level of government for a certain policy issue? In Chapter III I studied 
the conditionality of the trust-as-evaluation approach upon individual 
perceptions of government responsibility. The evaluative basis of political 
trust is significantly moderated by attributions of responsibility, but only 
within individuals: if a person assigns more responsibility for health care 
to the local level, she/he is more likely to base her/his trust in the local 
government on her/his satisfaction with the state of health care. The 
relationship between performance satisfaction and political trust based 
on between-person variation is, however, not conditioned by perceptions 
of responsibility. Citizens who evaluate a policy issue more positively 
have higher levels of trust in a level of government, irrespective of the 
responsibility they assign to that level of government. On the down side, 
such a finding strongly suggests that there are other explanations than 
an evaluative mechanism underlying the between-person relationship 
between subjective performance and political trust. For example, results 
can be driven by a discontentment bias when people holding negative 
attitudes displace their overall resentment on political trust and simply 
have lower levels of trust and lower evaluations, regardless of the 
relationship between performance and political trust (B. Bartels, 2008; 
Bell & Jones, 2015).72 Hence, cross-sectional research designs that do 
not account for such ‘cluster confounding biases’ resulting from between-
persons differences likely overestimate the effect of performance 
satisfaction on political trust. On the up-side, the observed within-person 
cognitive mechanism of political trust is more likely to be universal across 
systems of multilevel governance than the mechanisms that explain 
between-persons variance. Taken together, this dissertation provides new 
evidence for a universal trust-as-evaluation approach, but also highlights 
the drawbacks of existing research.

72  The reverse may also hold: positive people may have more trust and more positive 
evaluations, regardless of an actual punishment-reward mechanism. 
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The second half of this dissertation shows that the trust-as-evaluation 
approach is also contingent upon personal values. While citizens take 
a broad range of policy issues into account for their trust calculus, the 
influence of each issue is determined by the importance that they attach 
to these issues (Chapter IV). From a cognitive point of view, this suggests 
that citizens particularly hold their political authorities accountable for 
issues that they care about. Moreover, Chapter IV highlights the relative 
nature of issue salience, where the degree of importance of a single issue 
is defined in reference to the importance of other issues. In other words, 
an individual’s satisfaction with a certain policy issue plays a larger role for 
his/her trust judgement of political authorities, because he/she considers 
this issue as more important than other issues. Therefore, to get a better 
understanding of the role of issue salience for accountability mechanisms, 
it is crucial to simultaneously consider the salience of multiple policy issues.

In Chapter V, the trust-as-evaluation approach is studied in a less abstract, 
more personal context, namely citizens’ direct interactions with street level 
bureaucrats. These experiences meaningfully shape citizens’ trust in the 
national government, and they do so in multiple ways. Here, the results 
demonstrate the importance of broadening the scope of performance 
evaluations to also include citizens’ process evaluations, in addition 
to their outcome satisfaction. Not only do both types of performance 
significantly predict political trust, but they can also complement one 
another. Individuals do not necessarily lose trust in political authorities for 
unsatisfactory outcomes if they perceive the decision-making procedures 
as fair (losers’ consent). However, if they are utterly satisfied with the 
outcomes, the perceived quality of the process does not make them even 
more trusting of the national government.

Finally, Chapter V also explores the role of risk when it comes to political 
trust. Although a certain degree of risk is needed for a trust relationship, 
this chapter demonstrates that too much risk makes political trust unlikely. 
The negative influence of risk on political trust, however, could also be 
mitigated by procedural fairness: if citizens perceive political institutions 
as operating fairly, they may be willing to overcome the degree of risk 
and grant trust anyway. 
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6.3 Is political trust evaluative?

6.3.1 The optimistic answer

All in all, this dissertation provides a two-sided answer to the question 
of whether political trust is based on performance (dis)satisfaction. On 
the one hand, the glass appears to be half full: the findings strongly 
suggest that political trust is (at least partially) driven by an evaluative 
mechanism, albeit under specific conditions. Hence, in a context where 
the functional responsibility of political institutions is clear, and individuals 
attribute responsibility to political authorities for policy issues they care 
about, their trust in these authorities will be based on their perceptions 
of performance. However, as citizens differ in terms of who they hold 
responsible (if they do at all) and what they care about, the degree to 
which political trust has an evaluative basis will differ from person to 
person. In this regard, these findings suggest that political trust can be 
considered as more or less a rational attitude (Hardin, 1999). If citizens 
cannot with certainty assign causal responsibility for a political outcome, 
or they do not care about that political issue, their trust is less likely to 
be affected by positive or negative performance. Hence, political trust 
is partly evaluation-based, and therefore strictly not a form of diffuse 
support according to Easton’s definition (1975). 

6.3.2 The pessimistic answer

On the other hand, the glass also appears to be half empty, and two 
critical challenges for the trust-as-evaluation approach remain. First, reality 
rarely conforms with the ideal scenario of the key conditions necessary for 
evaluation-based political trust. The vast size and complexity of modern 
governments makes monitoring government performance a daunting 
task (Somin, 2010). In such information-costly environments, it is not 
evident that citizens attribute causal responsibility to political authorities 
for specific policy issues. Accordingly, the critical conditions of the trust-
as-evaluation approach will often not be met, or only for a small number 
of people (C. J. Anderson, 2007). 

Following from this, a second challenge comes from the observation 
that there are various instances when political trust does not appear to 
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be driven by performance satisfaction. In this sense, this dissertation’s 
comprehensive investigation of the trust-as-evaluation approach also 
leads to the identification of its boundaries. In particular, the trust-as-
evaluation approach seems inadequate to explain between-person 
differences in political trust. Within this dissertation, up to 60% of the 
variation in political trust was at the between-persons level. And although 
performance satisfaction significantly predicts such between-persons 
variation, this effect is not conditioned by perceptions of government 
performance and is only rarely moderated by perceived issue salience. 
Hence, other factors likely drive the between-persons correlations 
between performance satisfaction and political trust. I will further reflect 
on possible alternative explanations in section 6.5.3.

6.4 Contributions

All in all, this dissertation makes both a theoretical and an empirical 
contribution. It refines the theory of the trust-as-evaluation approach and 
provides a more stringent test of it.

6.4.1 Theoretical contribution to the political trust literature

In light of Thomassen’s (2015, p. 34) question “what’s gone wrong with 
democracy or with theories explaining why it has?”, this dissertation 
demonstrates that to understand the dynamics of political trust, theories 
must take a more heterogeneous approach, rather than departing from the 
perspective that one effect fits all. A theory on evaluation-based political 
trust should acknowledge individual-level heterogeneity in its formation 
and should seek to theorize why, in certain conditions, citizens deviate 
from the original model. By explicitly delineating the implicit assumptions 
of the trust-as-evaluation approach from a citizen perspective, I refine 
the theory on performance-based political trust and demonstrate the 
relative size of its contextual fragility. For political trust to be evaluative in 
nature, citizens need to (at least) care about the policy issue and assign 
causal responsibility to the political authority in question for that issue. At 
the same time, I have shown the limits of this theoretical explanation of 
political trust. When circumstances differ from these conditions, citizens 
tend to rely on other factors to determine their trust in political authorities. 
Allowing for such heterogeneity can help to explain why macro-level 
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phenomena differently affect the trust levels of citizens. Recent findings 
show that the financial crisis resulted in diverging trends in the relationship 
between government performance and political trust, not only between 
countries, but also between (certain groups of) citizens (Dotti Sani & 
Magistro, 2016; Polavieja, 2010; Torcal, 2014). According to a refined 
trust-as-evaluation approach, such heterogeneity within a polity in its 
reaction to government performance is the result of heterogeneity in 
personal experiences, responsibility attributions, and/or personal values. 
While some citizens might hold their national governments accountable 
for the economic downturn, others might perceive the EU as being the 
most responsible actor. Moreover, some citizens may have been affected 
more severely by the economic crisis and hence weigh their economic 
dissatisfaction more heavily in their trust calculus. 

In practice, this refined theory of performance-based political trust 
explicates a challenge for national governments that wish to earn 
more political trust. Seeing the heterogeneity in citizens’ reactions to 
government performance, such an endeavour is not straightforward. For 
some, political trust can be earned by improving health care, while for 
others, reducing inequality results in greater increases in political trust. 
Because citizens differ in their personal values and their responsibility 
attributions, there is no single answer to how to gain political trust among 
all citizens. In the simplest sense, governments should act competently 
on matters of national salience (including responses to national crises) 
and facilitate accountability mechanisms on these issues. This not only 
entails improving output performance, but also requires better process 
quality. In addition, this refined theory of performance-based political 
trust also indicates that there are many instances when political trust does 
not follow an accountability mechanism. Such instances pose an even 
greater challenge to national governments, since it is not evident if and 
how these trust levels can be raised.

6.4.2 Empirical contributions to the political trust literature

This dissertation also makes an empirical contribution to the political trust 
literature by employing a more stringent test of the trust-as-evaluation 
approach that a) explicitly models the key moderators commonly 
assumed in the literature, and b) is able to circumvent a large part of 
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the endogeneity problems of common cross-sectional research. In doing 
so, it exposes the likely overestimation of the existing evidence for the 
trust-as-evaluation approach (based on between-persons comparisons) 
due to risks of endogeneity. Although the between-persons relationship 
between performance satisfaction and political trust is consistently 
significant and positive, it is unlikely to be predominantly driven by an 
accountability mechanism, since the relationship is not conditional on 
perceptions of responsibility and only rarely on perceived issue salience. 
Hence, this dissertation illustrates that we should be more critical of the 
cross-sectional results that have commonly been considered proof for the 
trust-as-evaluation approach. Future research on the trust-as-evaluation 
approach should seek to isolate within-person variation from these 
between-person differences, while further investigating the possible 
causal mechanisms driving performance-based political trust between 
citizens. I have demonstrated that even using cross-sectional data, a 
separation of within-person and between-persons variance using the 
hybrid model is possible and desirable.

In addition, I have extended the test of the trust-as-evaluation approach 
by including a wider scope of policy issues and different types of 
performance. I argue that the focus of the current literature on economic 
outcomes has resulted in an unrealistic picture of the trust calculus of 
citizens, since, according to this dissertation, people also consider 
developments in other policy areas and do not evaluate performance 
on the basis of outcomes alone. Moreover, in line with recent research, I 
have studied the trust-as-evaluation approach outside the context of the 
United States. I have demonstrated the contingency of evaluation-based 
political trust across all EU member states and, with greater detail, in the 
Netherlands and Norway. My focus on the within-person effects, however, 
makes my findings rather independent of this case selection. Controlling 
for all between-persons differences (including cultural variation) increases 
the likelihood that these results are universal across all countries, possibly 
even including non-democratic regimes. In any system, citizens will rely 
on a certain calculation to determine their levels of political trust. The 
degree to which political performance plays a role in this calculation 
is likely determined everywhere by personal values and responsibility 
attributions.
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Finally, in indirect ways, this dissertation highlights the importance of citizens’ 
expectations of or benchmarks for political performance. As noted by van 
der Meer and Hakhverdian (2017), expectations are a missing link within 
the literature on performance-based political trust. These expectations 
or benchmarks are, however, almost impossible to measure directly with 
survey data, as expectations are usually situational or unconsciously applied 
to the task at hand. Moreover, these expectations are often endogenous to 
the political actors that are being evaluated (Seyd, 2015). In indirect ways, 
benchmarks can be implied by means of certain comparisons. Cross-national 
research, for example, implies that citizens benchmark the performance of 
their own country in relation to other countries (e.g., Whitten & Palmer, 
1999), while longitudinal research suggests that they rate performance in 
reference to historical records (van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017). This 
dissertation integrates additional types of benchmarking by comparing 
between policy issues. The underlying idea is that citizens evaluate how 
well a government has done in one area vis-à-vis its performance in other 
areas. Moreover, as shown in Chapters II and III, citizens can also benchmark 
performance between political actors (opposition vs. government parties) 
or different levels of government (local, national, and European) (cf. de 
Vries, 2018). Hence, this dissertation has assimilated the diversity in 
benchmarks by employing a large variety of comparisons (across time, 
across topics, across objects), while also controlling for between-person 
differences in expectations and standards. Therefore, while this does not 
suffice to cover up the blind spot in political trust research, the increased 
awareness of these implied benchmarks gained through the applied 
research designs is already a step forward from the common approach. 

6.5  Reflections on the findings

Taken together, this dissertation shows that political trust is in certain 
conditions driven by an evaluative mechanism. Yet, it also reveals that there 
are instances in which political trust appears to be driven by other factors. 
In the following section, I identify potential paths of future research by 
critically reflecting upon the findings of this dissertation, as well as its pitfalls 
and limitations. This section is structured along five themes: subjective 
performance and political trust; objective and subjective performance; 
the association between key conditions; alternative explanations for 
political trust; and the normative desirability of political trust.  
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6.5.1 Subjective performance and political trust

This dissertation focuses on one critical linkage of the causal scheme 
running from objective system performance to citizens’ support for or 
trust in their political authorities. It studies whether citizens act consistently 
with their own perceptions and values, i.e. whether and when their 
political trust corresponds to their system performance (dis)satisfaction. 
This relationship forms the minimal requirement for performance-based 
political trust. The complete causal scheme of the trust-as-evaluation 
approach is, however, more elaborate (as shown in Figure 1.4 in the 
introduction). First, I will discuss the causal evidence presented in this 
dissertation for the critical linkage between subjective performance 
evaluations and political trust, and second, I will go into the neglected 
linkage between objective and subjective performance evaluations. 

Research on the effect of system performance dissatisfaction on political 
trust faces a serious risk of endogeneity. That is, perceptions of performance 
are not independent of the object (i.e. the one evaluated) nor of the subject 
(i.e. the one who evaluates). Evaluations of government performance can, 
for example, be coloured by partisanship (L. M. Bartels, 2002; Duch & 
Palmer, 2002; Samuels & Hellwig, 2010) or a person’s predispositions 
towards a level of government such as the EU (Tilley & Hobolt, 2011). 
Here, political trust can function as a “running tally of how people think 
the government is doing at a given point in time” (Hetherington, 2005, 
p. 9). Various scholars have acknowledged the problematic causality of 
the evaluative approach, especially at the micro level (e.g., Norris, 2011; 
Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2003; Yang & Holzer, 2006), but very few have 
tested the causal pathways. As such, I do not argue that the relationship 
between subjective performance and political trust is unidimensional 
(cf. Haugsgjerd & Kumlin, 2019). Rather, I have sought to investigate 
the causal effect of performance dissatisfaction on political trust and 
its key conditions, while controlling for endogenous explanations. 

This risk of endogeneity has been tackled in two ways. First, I have sought 
to explicitly model subject heterogeneity while controlling for important 
object characteristics (such as partisanship). To do so, I employ a hybrid 
model (the REWB framework) that separates between-persons from within-
person variance and has the combined advantages of fixed and random 
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effects models. It is, however, not a panacea to all endogeneity issues. 
While the within-individual effects are not affected by differences between 
individuals, thereby excluding a substantial part of the endogeneity 
problem, there is still a possibility that a person’s predispositions about a 
level of government will influence his/her performance satisfaction. This 
is particularly the case when the REWB framework is applied to cross-
sectional data. In Chapter V, however, I also apply the hybrid model to 
panel data, where relatively time-invariant factors such as partisanship 
or being a government supporter are unlikely to drive the within-person 
results (since they concern relative changes in satisfaction and trust within 
a period of 3 years). The limitation of this latter model, however, is that 
there is still a possibility of reversed causality.

Second, to control for reciprocal effects, I employ an autoregressive model 
in Chapter III to test whether performance perceptions at time-point t-1 
can predict political trust at time-point t. Such a test provides stronger 
evidence for the causal linkage underlying evaluation-based political 
trust. More generally, the focus of this dissertation on the underlying 
mechanisms and the corresponding key conditions reduces the likelihood 
that the observed results are driven by reversed causality. For example, 
it would not make sense for political trust to have a stronger effect on 
performance satisfaction on an issue that is important to the individual 
than on less important issues. 

Taken together, with respect to the causal relationship between 
performance satisfaction and political trust, I have made multiple efforts 
to deal with the endogeneity risks. In comparison to past research, the 
data collected for this study are better equipped to rule out time-invariant 
unit heterogeneity. Despite these efforts, some caution is still necessary 
when claiming that political trust is (at times) causally driven by subjective 
performance evaluations. Given my reliance on survey data (even if 
longitudinal and modelled using a separation of within- and between-
person variance), I cannot discard endogeneity problems altogether. I 
would therefore encourage other research methods, such as experiments 
and the use of exogenous shocks, to further establish causal inference on 
the trust-as-evaluation approach. 



160 | Chapter 6

6.5.2 Objective and subjective performance 

Moving on, the trust-as-evaluation approach also assumes a relationship 
between objective performance and the subjective evaluation of 
performance. According to this approach, objective performance can 
only affect political trust if it is observed subjectively by citizens (i.e. a 
mediation) (Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2003; van der Meer, 2017b, p. 601). 
It was not in the scope of this dissertation to argue for the correctness or 
accuracy of evaluations of system performance. Rather, given that citizens 
make such evaluations, I was interested in their consequences for political 
trust. The point made in this dissertation is that even if they are incorrect, 
these perceptions matter for citizens’ trust judgments. As phrased by 
Kumlin (2007, p. 114), “perceptions are reality when explaining individual 
citizen behavior”. In this sense, when acting consistently in terms of their 
own perceptions of reality, citizens could also hold the ‘wrong’ institution 
accountable and thereby lose trust in the institution, on the basis of 
their dissatisfaction with a policy issue over which the institution has no 
functional responsibility. 

That said, there is a relative scarcity of research on the origin of these 
subjective evaluations, or on the standards that citizens use when 
evaluating political performance (van der Meer, 2017b). In general, 
scholars disagree on whether citizens have sufficient information for their 
perceptions of performance and responsibility to be ‘grounded in reality’. 
Some argue that there is widespread ignorance among democratic 
citizens, stating that political knowledge has stayed at a steady low level 
for decades, despite increases in the mean level of education and the 
widespread availability of information (Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Converse, 
1964; Somin, 2006, 2010). Other scholars are, however, more optimistic. 
In a review article, Lewis-beck and Stegmaier (2013, p. 374) conclude 
that citizens “do see the basic contours of the economies in which they 
live”. Taken together, it is not clear how well citizens’ perceptions of 
performance correspond with objective reality.

There is, therefore, ample room for future research on the linkage 
between objective system performance and citizens’ perceptions thereof. 
Such a linkage can be broken down into two research questions. The 
first is: (How) do citizens observe system performance? Such research 
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would go into the sources of subjective performance evaluations and 
should pay attention to the use of heuristics, as well as the role of political 
knowledge. Recent findings suggest that people employ heuristics or 
shortcuts for their general evaluations, like using their pocketbooks to 
evaluate the state of the national economy (Curtis, 2014). In addition, 
the level of political knowledge could play a crucial part here for the 
trust-as-evaluation approach, since it determines the correctness and 
certainty of individual-level perceptions of performance and government 
responsibility (cf. Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a; Hobolt, Tilley, & Wittrock, 2013). 
Note that the construction of performance evaluations likely differs per 
policy issue, depending on the availability of information and citizens’ 
direct experiences. The second question is: How do citizens value 
such system performances? This dissertation stresses the importance 
of personal criteria, since people sensibly vary in their expectations of 
performance and the benchmarks against which performance is evaluated 
(C. J. Anderson & Singer, 2008; van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017). 
Such variation in criteria would explain the heterogeneity in citizens’ 
perceptions of the same economy. 

Ultimately, future research should test the complete causal scheme of 
the trust-as-evaluation approach. That is, in order to get an even deeper 
understanding of the functioning of the performance-trust link, one 
should investigate whether the effect of macro performance on political 
trust is mediated by citizens’ perceptions of performance (van der Meer 
& Dekker, 2011; van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017). Moreover, in light 
of this possible mediation effect, it is important to acknowledge the 
grievance asymmetry (or negativity bias) identified within the literature, 
where governments are punished for negative performance, but rarely 
receive credit for their positive accomplishments (Nannestad & Paldam, 
1997). Accordingly, not all objective performances may be mediated 
by subjective performances, but perhaps only the negative ones. This 
also suggests that political trust may be more easily lost than gained 
(Hetherington & Rudolph, 2008). Since this praise-blame asymmetry has 
predominantly been demonstrated with respect to citizens’ support for the 
incumbent government (e.g., Lewis-Beck & Paldam, 2000), an important 
question yet unanswered is whether other political objects (including the 
overall political system, but also other levels of government such as the 
EU) are also asymmetrically punished and rewarded for their output. 
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6.5.3 Association between key conditions

Within the causal scheme of the trust-as-evaluation approach, this 
dissertation has demonstrated the moderating influences of responsibility 
attributions and personal values. I do not argue that these key conditions 
are exhaustive. To give one example, the perceived capacity (rather than 
responsibility) of a political institution could also play a key role. Kornberg 
and Clarke (1992, p. 97) define trust as the belief that the government 
has the capacity to perform its tasks effectively under the ethical standard 
that people find acceptable. In other words, in order to trust a political 
actor with a certain task, one also needs to perceive this actor as having 
the capacity to handle such a task. Hence, this suggests that capacity 
perceptions may also play a key role in the trust-as-evaluation approach. 
Despite not being exhaustive, this dissertation takes a first step towards 
exposing the contextual fragility of the trust-as-evaluation approach 
by tackling the most obvious assumptions: that citizens think that 
the government is responsible for certain outputs, and furthermore 
that citizens care. I hope that future research will take additional steps 
towards explaining why, in certain contexts, citizens do (not) rely on their 
performance dissatisfaction to determine their trust in political authorities.
With respect to the key factors considered in this dissertation, I cannot 
make any claims about which one contributes most or about how they are 
interlinked, since I was unable test the contingent model in its entirety. 
Cutler (2004, p. 36, 2008) demonstrated that “in making the kind of 
retrospective judgments necessary to hold a government accountable, 
voters rank issues in terms of importance and then, if they cannot assign 
responsibility on some issues, they fall back on less important ones”. In 
other words, the key conditions of responsibility attributions and issue 
salience may interact. Hence, when undertaking additional steps towards 
uncovering the heterogeneity of the trust-as-evaluation approach, ideally 
one would integrate multiple key conditions in one model, in order to 
understand how the conditions are interrelated.

6.5.4 Alternative explanations for political trust

This dissertation deals with one specific approach to political trust: the 
idea that it is driven by evaluations of performance. Yet, this theory also 
has its limitations, and evidently other explanations for political trust exist 
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within the literature (see for a good overview Zmerli & van der Meer, 2017). 
Rather than discussing each possible theory, I will briefly discuss how 
other explanations can complement the trust-as-evaluation approach. By 
investigating the conditions under which the trust-as-evaluation approach 
functions best, I have also identified the settings in which political trust is 
unlikely to be driven by perceived performance. The inevitable question 
therefore is: When it is not evaluation-based, what drives political trust?

I would like to highlight two alternative approaches that could complement 
the evaluative explanation. First, the trust-as-evaluation approach seems 
particularly limited in terms of explaining between-persons differences 
in performance (dis)satisfaction and political trust. Cultural explanations 
may provide greater insight into between-persons variations in political 
trust. Here, cultural approaches may best be seen as establishing baseline 
attitudes (why are some people more inclined to trust political authorities 
than others?), although the evaluative approach can help to explain 
changes in trust (why did an individual lose trust in a political authority?) 
(Citrin & Stoker, 2018). Moreover, cultural explanations could also help us 
to understand why some citizens are more inclined to base their political 
trust on a critical judgment of an authority’s performance than others. 
Industrial and technological developments, in combination with the 
unpredictability of the economy and the erosion of social capital, have 
transformed contemporary society into a “society of generalized distrust”, 
where suspicion of political authorities is the default (Rosanvallon, 2008). 
Within such societies, citizens, especially those with higher levels of 
education and political awareness, are socialized to critically evaluate 
their authorities (so-called ‘social attentiveness’). 

Second, even though this dissertation demonstrates that the trust-as-
evaluation approach is particularly valuable in terms of explaining within-
person changes in political trust, here too it can be complemented by 
alternative explanations. In particular, I want to highlight the role of 
emotions. As a critique of rational choice theory, scholars emphasize the 
importance of emotions, rather than ratio, in guiding citizens’ behaviour 
in the political arena (Furedi, 2005; Nussbaum, 2018). In direct ways, 
emotions can drive political trust, i.e. when the fear of job loss reduces 
the likelihood of trust, or when citizens make their trust decisions on the 
basis of what ‘feels right’, i.e. their gut feeling (Caplan, 2007, p. 2). The 
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negative influence of perceived risk on political trust, as observed in 
Chapter V, indeed insinuates an emotional response (i.e. of fear). Emotions 
could also affect political trust in indirect ways. Emotional systems interact 
with cognitive processes in subtle and complex ways, where emotions 
adversely affect thinking and rationality (Kuklinski & Quirk, 2000). People 
habitually ‘tune out’ unwanted information on subjects they do not care 
about. Considering the focus of this dissertation – i.e. on the rational 
basis of political trust – the explanatory models were not designed to 
capture the role of emotions (although general attitudes such as optimism 
were controlled for). The extent to which citizens rely on their emotions 
in their trust judgment of political authorities, and how these interact with 
rational motivations, should be explored further.

6.5.5 Normative desirability of political trust

In the introduction, I argued that the origin of political trust or distrust, 
rather than a specific level of trust, can be detrimental for representative 
democracy. Some scholars believe that institutionalized distrust is actually 
at the heart of representative democracies (Rosanvallon, 2008). I argue, 
however, that political trust and distrust are only normatively desirable 
for a political system if they are responsive. This means that a ‘healthy’ 
level of political trust should be the result of citizens’ (dis)satisfaction 
with the accomplishments and failures of their democratic leaders. As 
such, particularly the instances in which citizens’ levels of political trust 
are not predicted by their perceptions of performance are problematic 
for democracy. Here, trust appears to be ‘blind’, or at least unaffected by 
a change in institutional performance. Therefore, I argue that the long-
term debate on the ‘crisis of democracy’ that fears the general decline in 
political trust (e.g., Dalton, 2004; Norris, 1999, 2011) should take a step 
back. In the first instance, scholars should scrutinize the non-evaluative or 
even ‘irrational’ basis of political (dis)trust. This is particularly important 
considering the high contingency of the trust-as-evaluation approach, as 
the optimal conditions for this approach (clarity of responsibility and high 
salience) will become the exception rather than the norm. 
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6.6 Implications for democratic accountability

Lastly, this dissertation has enhanced our understanding of the functioning 
and viability of democratic accountability in contemporary political 
systems. As argued in the introduction, democratic accountability has 
a critical function within representative democracies, as it is the core 
mechanism through which the people (the sovereign) can grant or 
withhold support for political authorities on the basis of their retrospective 
performance. Accordingly, “democracy could not be conceived, let alone 
practiced, without vast and complex webs of accountabilities between 
peoples and those who govern on their behalf and in their name” (Warren, 
2014, p. 39). 

Recent debates, however, suggest that democratic accountability may be 
on thin ice. It sets rather high standards for the role of citizens: they need to 
monitor political processes and outcomes, evaluate these developments, 
and use these evaluations in their judgment of political objects. Various 
scholars cast serious doubt on citizens’ ability (or willingness) to live 
up to these standards (e.g., Achen & Bartels, 2016; Hay, 2007; Somin, 
2010). On the one hand, the shrinking of the state has led to complex 
governing structures, including multiple levels of government, the 
diffusion of power within the national government, and a strong influence 
of supranational organizations and private institutions (Mair, 2013). As a 
result, the information costs of monitoring government performance are 
very high (C. D. Anderson, 2006; Hobolt & Tilley, 2014a). On the other 
hand, scholars question whether citizens act rationally when judging their 
political authorities (for an overview, see Mansbridge, 1990). In other 
words, do they consistently evaluate their political leaders on the basis 
of their performance (dis)satisfaction, or do they rely on other sources?

This dissertation focuses on the minimal requirement of democratic 
accountability: it studies whether and when judgments of government 
performance (regardless of the correctness thereof) constitute sufficient 
motivation for citizens to extend support to political authorities. It 
produces two important insights regarding the functioning of democratic 
accountability. First, this dissertation demonstrates the existence of 
contingent accountability at the micro level (C. J. Anderson, 2007). 
The shrinking of the scope of modern nation states has important 
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consequences for democratic accountability in general. Not only does 
it hinder citizens in holding their incumbent government accountable at 
election time (as has been shown in the literature on economic voting), 
but it also restricts citizens from relying on their performance perceptions 
when it comes to their trust judgements. 

Second, the findings of this dissertation suggest that citizens’ attitudes 
vis-à-vis their authorities are driven by bounded rationality. Bounded 
rationality theory acknowledges that people are not ‘omniscient 
calculators’ (Simon, 1997). Accordingly, people attempt to make the most 
rational decision, given the information that they have. Here, attitudes 
may be rational even if they are not based on a correct interpretation 
of reality. What is most important is the internal consistency between 
perception and evaluation (Harteveld, van der Meer, & de Vries, 2013). 
Bounded rationality thus forms the minimal condition for democratic 
accountability: citizens should base their decision regarding whether to 
grant or withhold support for a political authority or institution on their 
perceptions of its performance. If this condition at the individual level 
holds, democratic accountability should work if the context is right. In this 
dissertation, I demonstrate that citizens rely on their personal standards, 
responsibility attributions, and evaluations of government performance 
for their level of support in contexts where clarity of responsibility is high. 
Regardless of the correctness of these perceptions, they matter for the 
degree to which citizens hold their representatives accountable. As such, 
boundedly rational motivations could also lead to ‘false’ democratic 
accountability if political actors receive praise or blame for outcomes they 
are not responsible for (cf. Achen & Bartels, 2016). Following from this, 
rational behaviour at the micro level does not necessarily imply functional 
democratic accountability. 

What do these findings tell us about the future of democratic accountability? 
Democratic accountability does indeed place great demands on both the 
role of citizens and on the structuring of political systems, demands which 
are not always met in reality. However, when these conditions are met, 
democratic accountability works, i.e. citizens rely on their performance 
perceptions to give their consent. Two developments, however, agitate 
the future viability of democratic accountability. In particular, national 
governments have increasingly decentralized policy responsibilities to 
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the local level, while displacing power to supranational institutions (so-
called ‘shrinking states’) (Hay, 2007). Moreover, within the European 
Union, Brexit may mark the start of an era of European disintegration, or 
at least increased differentiated integration within the EU. Although this 
would result in some power returning to the national level (for the UK), 
the shifting of powers between levels of government and the diversity 
between EU member states could blur government responsibility and 
hamper citizens’ ability to track who is doing what. At the same time, 
party landscapes are becoming more fractionalized, with an increasing 
number of effective parties in the party system. Such fractionalization 
tends to lead to more complex coalition governments and increased 
government instability (Christmann & Torcal, 2018; Mair, 2013). Taken 
together, institutional contexts in which functional responsibility is clear 
will become (even more) rare. As a consequence, governments can 
(increasingly) avoid blame for their wrongdoings, but can also expect to 
be held accountable for developments they are not responsible for.

If democracy means government of the people, the legitimacy of power 
is derived from the support of the people. Here, citizens are expected 
to give their informed rather than blind consent. If the complexity of 
political environments prevents citizens from holding political authorities 
accountable, citizens will become dissatisfied with the way in which 
democracy works73 and will have a greater tendency to vote for anti-
establishment parties. While the growing complexity of policy-making 
may be inevitable, governments can improve the way in which they 
communicate their decisions and actions to the public and their reactions 
to political distrust. Improvements to the political process, including 
increased transparency and openness, will induce political support and 
facilitate democratic accountability, as citizens will be better informed 
on the political realities. This shift will become even more pressing as 
contemporary democracies continue to move away from the optimal 
conditions for democratic accountability.

73  See the direct effects of subjective and objective responsibility on political trust and 
democratic satisfaction in Chapters II and III.
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Appendices Chapter 3

Table A.2 Correlation matrix evaluations and perceptions of responsibility 
per policy area. 

          Evaluations

Social 
Security

Health 
Care

Pensions Crime Railway Refugees

Responsibility Local 0,04 -0,01 -0,04 0,04 0,03 0,05

Responsibility National 0,06 -0,06 -0,03 0,05 0,08 -0,04

Responsibility EU 0,03 -0,05 -0,08 -0,03 0,06 0,02

Source: DLES 2016

Table A.3 Correlation matrix trust and perceptions of responsibility per 
level of government. 

Political trust

Local National EU

Social security 0,08 0,05 0,13

Health care 0,13 0,04 0,13

Pensions -0,07 0,07 0,11

Crime prevention 0,11 0,08 0,08

Railway services -0,01 0,09 0,15

Refugees 0,03 0,10 0,07

Source: DLES 2016
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Table A.4 REWB estimation of conditional effects on satisfaction with 
democracy and trust in institutions (alternative DV)

Satisfaction Democracy Trust in Institutions
Variables: Between-

Effects
Within-
Effects

Abs test Between-
Effects

Within-
Effects

Abs 
test

Performance 
evaluation

0.19***
(0.02)

0.00
(0.00)

0.21***
(0.02)

0.21***
(0.02)

0.00
(0.00)

0.24***
(0.02)

Perceived 
responsibility

0.03
(0.01)

0.02***
(0.00)

0.02
(0.01)

0.03*
(0.01)

0.01***
(0.00)

0.03*
(0.01)

Dummy DK 
responsibility

-0.16
(0.17)

0.01
(0.02)

-0.23
(0.17)

0.25
(0.15)

-0.01
(0.02)

0.23
(0.15)

Performance*
Responsibility

-0.00
(0.00)

0.00***
(0.00)

-0.01
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.00)

0.00***
(0.00)

-0.01*
(0.00)

Performance*Dummy 
DK

0.03
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.01)

0.04
(0.03)

-0.05
(0.03)

-0.00)
(0.01)

-0.04
(0.03)

Age -0.00**
(0.00)

-0.00**
(0.00)

Sex 0.08***
(0.02)

0.06***
(0.02)

Education (low=ref)

   Middle 0.02
(0.02)

0.03
(0.02)

   High 0.08***
(0.03)

0.10***
(0.02)

Left-right -0.00
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.00)

Political Interest 0.02
(0.02)

0.11***
(0.02)

Political Knowledge 0.03
(0.03)

0.04
(0.02)

Policy Area (Soc. Sec = ref.)

   Crime Prevention -0.02*
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

   Health Care -0.00
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

   Pensions 0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

table continues
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Satisfaction Democracy Trust in Institutions
Variables: Between-

Effects
Within-
Effects

Abs test Between-
Effects

Within-
Effects

Abs 
test

   Railway Services 0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

   Refugees -0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

Government (EU = ref)

   Municipality 0.69***
(0.01)

0.59***
(0.01)

   National level 0.64***
(0.01)

0.38***
(0.01)

Observations N=2420, T(avg. 16.0)    
Tot. Obs.= 38,784

N=2433, T(avg. 16.3)    
Tot. Obs.= 39,631

-Var(Level-1 Error) 0.21 0.18

-Var(Level-2 Error)
(Panel level-variance 
component)

0.16 0.17

-  ρ(Level-2 Error / 
Total Error)

0.43 0.48

-LR Test (H0: Level-2 
Errorr=0)

χ2 20108.09 p=<.000 χ2 13426.51
p=<.000

-AIC 45752.92 49284.24

-BIC 45984.2 49576.1

Tables show unstandardized beta coefficients; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 
Source: DLES 2016
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Table A.5 Descriptive statistics

Variable Obs. Mean Std. 
Dev.

Min Max

Political Trust 45.138 1,45 0,68 0 3

Performance Evaluation 41.145 4,94 2.27 0 10

Perceived Responsibility 46.647 7,14 2,68 0 10

Age 47.574 52,30 17,26 18 98

Level of Education 47.520 3,73 1,48 1 6

Gender 47.574 0,52 0,50 0 1

Political Interest 47.575 0,63 0,43 0 1

Political knowledge 46.386 0,18 0,38 0 1

Left-right self-placement 47.674 5,19 1,92 0 10

Government supporter 47,574 0,31 0,46 0 1
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Table A.6 Correlation matrix of two different measures on political 
knowledge and perceptions of responsibility per level of government

Political 
Knowledge

Alternative 
Political 
Knowledge

Alternative Political Knowledge 0.18 1.00

Responsibility Local Refugees -0.01 -0.04

Responsibility Local Railway -0.10 -0.14

Responsibility Local Soc. Sec. 0.07 0.06

Responsibility Local Health care 0.03 0.07

Responsibility Local Crime 0.04 0.07

Responsibility Local pen -0.18 -0.24

Responsibility National Refugees 0.07 0.08

Responsibility National Railway 0.12 0.14

Responsibility National Soc. Sec. 0.02 0.07

Responsibility National Health care 0.03 0.04

Responsibility National Crime 0.07 0.15

Responsibility National pen 0.03 0.08

Responsibility EU Refugees 0.04 0.06

Responsibility EU Railway -0.03 -0.07

Responsibility EU Soc. Sec. -0.10 -0.13

Responsibility EU Health care -0.10 -0.10

Responsibility EU Crime -0.05 -0.00

Responsibility EU pen -0.11 -0.12

Source: DLES 2016 and LLIS 2011. 
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Model specification
We start with a simple random intercept model: 

Level-1 equation (occasions) Yij = β0j + β1 X1ij + β2 X2ij + eij

The Level-1 units are occasions within respondents, varying across six 
policy areas and three government levels (n:  6×3=18). Yij refers to the 
level of political support of a respondent (j) for a specific occasion (i). 
X1ij refers to the performance evaluations at occasion i and X2ij refers the 
perceptions of responsibility at occasion i. 

Level-2 equation (respondents): β0j = γ00 + u0j 

Our Level-2 units are respondents which means that γ00 refers to the grand 
mean of political support across all respondents. In this equation, u0j is a 
sum of all the respondent deviations from the overall mean of political 
support. We can combine these two equations into: 

Yij = γ00 + β1 X1ij + β2 X2ij + u0j + eij 

Next, we calculate within- and between-respondent transformations 
of our Level-1 variables (performance evaluations and responsibility 
perceptions). One first calculates the cluster-specific mean of each Level-1 
variable (Xij), which is referred to as x̄j. In our case, x̄1j consists of the 
respondent mean of performance evaluations across all policy areas and 
x̄2j consists of the respondent mean of responsibility perceptions across 
all policy areas and all government levels. These respondent-specific 
means constitute the between-respondents operationalizations of X1ij 
and X2ij. We then generate the within-respondent operationalization of 
Xij by calculating the difference between Xij and  x̄1j  (X

w
ij = Xij- x̄). As a 

result, Xw
ij now refers to deviations in units of measurement (performance 

evaluations and/or perceptions of responsibility) from the respondent 
mean. Putting these between-respondent and within-respondent in the 
multilevel equation leads to the following random intercept model: 

Yij = γ00 + β1 X
z
1ij+ β2 X

z
2ij + γ01 x̄1j  + γ02 X x̄2j + u0j + eij β1 and β2 refer to the within-

respondent effects of X1 (performance evaluations) and X2 (perceptions of 
responsibility). γ01 and γ02 refer to the between-respondents effects of X1 
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and X2. Since this is a random intercept model, the total error consists 
of a within-respondent (eij) and between-respondents (ų0j) component. 
Including an interaction effect between performance evaluations and 
responsibility perceptions would result in the following equation: 

Yij = γ00 + β1 X
z
1ij + β2 X

z
2ij + γ01 x̄1j + γ02 x̄2j + β3 (X

z
1ij *Xz

2ij )+ γ03 (x̄1j* x̄1j ) + u0j 
+ eij 

β3 here refers to the within-respondent interaction-effect of performance 
evaluations and perceptions of responsibility while γ03 refers to the 
between-respondents interaction-effect of performance evaluations and 
perceptions of responsibility.

Table A.7 REWB estimation of direct and conditional effects on political trust  
(Complete table 3.1)

MODEL A:
MAIN EFFECTS

MODEL B: 
CONDITIONAL 
EFFECTS

Within Between Within Between

Performance evaluation 0.00 0.59*** 0.00 0.67***

(0.00) (0.02) (0.00) (0.06)

Perceived Responsibility 0.05*** 0.05** 0.05*** 0.10**

(0.00) (0.02) (0.00) (0.04)

Dummy DK responsibility -0.00 0.01 -0.00 0.03

 (0.00) (0.02) (0.00) (0.04)

Performance*Responsibility 0.09***  -0.11

(0.02) (0.09)

Performance*Dummy DK  -0.03  -0.04

(0.03) (0.09)

Government (EU = ref)  

   Municipality 0.21*** 0.21***

(0.00) (0.00)

   National level 0.17*** 0.17***

(0.00) (0.00)

Policy Area (Soc. Sec = ref)  
table continues
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MODEL A:
MAIN EFFECTS

MODEL B: 
CONDITIONAL 
EFFECTS

Within Between Within Between

   Crime Prevention -0.00** -0.01**

(0.00) (0.00)

   Health Care -0.00 -0.00

(0.00) (0.00)

   Pensions 0.00* 0.00*

(0.00) (0.00)

   Railway Services 0.00 0.00*

(0.00) (0.00)

   Refugees -0.00* -0.00

 (0.00)  (0.00)  

Age -0.04*** -0.04***

(0.01) (0.01)

Left-right -0.01 -0.01

(0.01) (0.01)

Sex 0.02*** 0.03***

(0.01) (0.01)

Education (low=ref)  

   Middle 0.01 0.01

(0.01) (0.01)

   High 0.03**** 0.03***

(0.01) (0.01)

Political interest 0.02*** 0.02***

(0.01) (0.01)

Political knowledge 0.00 0.00

(0.01) (0.01)

Government supporter 0.04*** 0.04***

 (0.01)  (0.01)  

Constant 0.01 -0.03

 (0.02)  (0.03)  
table continues
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MODEL A:
MAIN EFFECTS

MODEL B: 
CONDITIONAL 
EFFECTS

Within Between Within Between

Var (Level 1 error) 0.35 0.35

Var (Level 2 error) 0.40 0.39

ρ (Level 2 error / Total error) 0.56 0.56

LR Test (H0: Level-2 Error=0) χ220936.13, 
p = <.000

χ2 20976.33.
p = <.000

AIC 37755.22 37723.03

BIC 37953.14 37955.37

Observations N=2452, T(avg. 16.5)
Tot. Obs.= 40348

N=2452, T(avg. 16.5)
Tot. Obs.= 40348

Random effects Maximum Likelihood Estimation Model. Tables show 
unstandardized beta coefficients; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 
Source: DLES 2016
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Table A.8 REWB estimation of direct and conditional effects on political 
trust II (Complete table 3.2)

MODEL C: NON-LINEAR EFFECT
Between 
effects

Within 
effects

Abs. test

Performance evaluation 0.10*
(0.05)

-0.00
(0.00)

0.11*
(0.05)

Perceived responsibility 0.02
(0.04)

0.01***
(0.00)

-0.02
(0.04)

Perceived responsibility² 0.00
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.00)

0.00
(0.00)

Dummy DK responsibility 0.05
(0.13)

-0.00
(0.01)

0.04
(0.14)

Performance * Responsibility 0.02
(0.01)

0.00***
(0.00)

0.03
(0.01)

Performance * Dummy DK -0.01
(0.03)

-0.00
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.03)

Performance * Responsibility² -0.00
(0.00)

0.00*
(0.00)

-0.00*
(0.00)

Government (EU = ref)
   Municipality 0.21***

(0.00)
   National level 0.17***

(0.00)
Policy Area (Soc. Sec = ref)
   Crime Prevention -0.00**

(0.00)
   Health Care -0.00

(0.00)

   Pensions 0.00*
(0.00)

   Railway Services 0.00
(0.00)

   Refugees -0.00*
 (0.00)

table continues
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MODEL C: NON-LINEAR EFFECT
Between 
effects

Within 
effects

Abs. test

Age -0.04***
(0.01)

Left-right -0.01
(0.01)

Sex 0.02***
(0.01)

Education (low=ref)
   Middle 0.01

(0.01)
   High 0.03***

(0.01)
Political interest 0.02***

(0.01)
Political knowledge 0.00

(0.01)

Government supporter 0.04***
 (0.01)
Constant 0.01
 (0.02)
Observations N=2452, T(avg. 16.5) Tot. Obs.= 40,348
-Var (Level 1 error) 0.35
-Var (Level 2 error)
(Panel level-variance component)

0.39

- ρ (Level 2 error / Total error) 0.56
-LR test (H0: Level-2 Error=0) χ2 20988.08

p=<0.000
-AIC 37719.28
-BIC 37986.04

Random effects Maximum Likelihood Estimation Model – second order 
moderation. Tables show unstandardized beta coefficients; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, 
*** p < 0.001. Source: DLES 2016
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Appendices Chapter 4

Figure A.2 Coefficient plot predicting issue evaluations with issue salience 
(per issue) 
Sources: TNS NIPO 2017
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Figure A.3 Frequency distributions of changes in issue evaluation and 
issue salience Source: TNS NIPO 2017. NB. Salience is only measured on 
a seven-point scale.
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Have not used this myself, but a member of my family has

Neither I nor a member of my family has used this

Figure A.4  Percentage of direct and indirect welfare experiences. 
Source: SuppA 2014

Figure A.1 graphs the percentage of respondents in the first wave with 
direct and indirect welfare experiences per type of institution. As shown, 
almost all respondents have an encounter with a welfare institution in 
the past 12 months by visiting a GP. Other frequently visited health care 
institutions in Norway include the emergency room and a health care 
specialist. Furthermore, almost half of the respondents have either a 
direct or indirect experience with the Norwegian unemployment agency. 
Lastly, when it comes to educational institutions, indirect experiences 
are relatively common. Most likely, these respondents have children who 
attend school at a certain level. 



189Chapter 5 |

Table A.11 REWB estimation of political trust (excluding government)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

WITHIN EFFECTS

Evaluation (wi) 0.02 0.02 0.02

            (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Procedural fairness (wi) 0.02 0.02 0.02

            (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Vulnerability (wi) 0.00 0.00 0.00

            (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

BETWEEN EFFECTS

Evaluation (btw) 0.20*** 0.40*** 0.20***

            (0.01) (0.04) (0.01)

Procedural fairness (btw) 0.10*** 0.32*** 0.02

            (0.01) (0.05) (0.04)

Vulnerability (btw) -0.08*** -0.08*** -0.23***

            (0.02) (0.02) (0.07)

CONTROL VARIABLES

Female      0.08*** 0.08*** 0.08***

            (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Age         -0.00** -0.00** -0.00**

            (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Level of education 0.04*** 0.04*** 0.04***

            (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Income      0.01 0.01 0.01

            (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

NW Immigrant -0.01 -0.00 -0.01

            (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Political interest 0.16*** 0.16*** 0.16***

            (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Hometeam    -0.06*** -0.07*** -0.07***

            (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
table continues
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Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

INTERACTION EFFECTS

Procedural fairness (wi) # Evaluation 
(wi)

-0.08

            (0.04)

Procedural fairness (btw) # 
Evaluation (btw) 

-0.06***

            (0.01)

Procedural fairness (wi) # 
Vulnerability (wi)

-0.03

            (0.07)

Procedural fairness (btw) # 
Vulnerability (btw)

0.05***

            (0.02)

Constant 1.30*** 0.64*** 1.58***

            (0.07) (0.15) (0.12)

Σu 0.46 0.45 0.46

Σe 0.38 0.38 0.38
ρ 0.59 0.59 0.59

N           9489 9489 9489
Source: Suppa 2014, 2015, 2017 
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Figure A.5 Coefficient plots of three different measures of procedural 
fairness on political trust 

Figure A.2 presents the coefficients of the REWB estimation of the 
direct effects of the different measures of perceived procedural fairness 
on political trust: simple voice opportunities, theory-driven procedural 
fairness scale, and data-driven procedural fairness scale. As becomes 
apparent from the graph, the three different measures of procedural 
fairness produce very similar results. More specifically, for all three 
measures, the within and the between effects are positive and significantly 
different from 0. 
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Figure A.6 Distribution of within- and between-person variation in risk, 
voice, and overall satisfaction
Source: Suppa 2014, 2015, 2016
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English summary

Democratic accountability lies at the heart of representative democracy. 
It is the core mechanism through which the people (as the sovereign) 
can grant or withhold support to political authorities. The ideal of 
democratic accountability sets high standards for political systems and 
their citizens. Citizens are expected to give their informed rather than 
blind consent. In order to do so, they need to monitor political processes 
and outcomes, evaluate these, and use the evaluations in their judgment 
of political objects. In reality, significant heterogeneity in the functioning 
of democratic accountability exists, contingent upon both institutional 
structures and individual characteristics. There are certain settings in which 
democratic accountability is more feasible. This dissertation uncovers the 
key conditions for democratic accountability at the micro level. It studies 
whether and when judgments of institutional performance constitute 
sufficient motivation for citizens to extend support to political authorities. 
It thereby specifically focuses on the foundation of political trust.

Democratic accountability is reflected in the trust that citizens do or do 
not have in their political authorities. In this dissertation, political trust is 
considered a subset of political support,  but is set apart by arguing that 
it a) constitutes an expectation of a relationship between a subject and 
a political object (either at the local, national, or supranational level), b) 
is evaluative in nature, and c) typically involves a degree of risk on the 
part of the subject (because of his/her dependence on the outcome and 
the lack of complete information on the future behaviour of the object). 
The trust-as-evaluation approach predicts that citizens trust political 
authorities when they perform well, and lose trust if they do not. As such, 
accountability mechanisms reach beyond the ballot box. This approach to 
political trust has been the subject of a rich scholarly debate (e.g., Dalton, 
2004; Hakhverdian & Mayne, 2012; Kestilä-Kekkonen & Söderlund, 2016; 
Kumlin & Haugsgjerd, 2017; A. Miller & Listhaug, 1999; Norris, 1999; 
Taylor, 2000; Torcal, 2014; van der Meer, 2010, 2017b; van Erkel & van 
der Meer, 2016). 

Despite overwhelming evidence that subjective evaluations of policy issues 
correlate with political trust, existing research on the trust-as-evaluation 
approach faces two challenges. On the one hand, there appears to be 
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a discrepancy between theory and reality: the explanatory influence of 
system performance satisfaction (generally operationalized as evaluations 
of the state of the economy) on political trust strongly varies across 
persons, time, and space, while the original trust-as-evaluation approach 
fails to account for such heterogeneity. On the other hand, existing findings 
provide important but insufficient proof of a causal relationship between 
performance satisfaction and political trust, because cross-sectional 
designs dominate this line of research. The resulting between-persons 
correlations face the risk of spuriousness (if an underlying attitude such as 
general pessimism explains both citizens’ low evaluations and lack of trust) 
and reversed causality (if political trust functions as a ‘running tally’ of how 
people perceive government actions). 

The goal of this dissertation is to refine the trust-as-evaluation approach 
by explicating the assumption that an accountability mechanism drives 
a relationship between evaluations of political system performance and 
political trust. As such, this dissertation marks a turn away from the simple 
‘X therefore Y’ approach that is dominant in the literature, towards a more 
complicated model that recognizes the contingency of the relationship 
between performance satisfaction and political trust upon individual 
and institutional characteristics. It seeks to uncover the heterogeneity 
of evaluation-based political trust by answering the following research 
question: What are the critical conditions for a relationship between 
government performance evaluations and political trust at the micro 
level? In doing so, it aims to provide a more stringent test of the 
evaluative basis of political trust.

There are two important factors that contribute to heterogeneity in 
the trust-as-evaluation approach. First, heterogeneous reactions to 
performance stem from variations in who citizens perceive as responsible 
for certain outputs. Second, individual-level heterogeneity in the effect 
of subjective performance stems from an individual’s personal values. 
The first half of this dissertation addresses the former, by investigating 
the contingency of performance-based trust on objective government 
responsibility (also referred to as clarity of responsibility) (chapter II) and 
individual-level attributions of government responsibility (chapter III). The 
second half of the dissertation investigates the latter, i.e. the moderating 
influence of personal values. It focusses on the role of perceptions of issue 
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salience (chapter IV) and direct experiences with government institutions 
(chapter V) for the trust-as-evaluation approach. 

To employ a critical test of the trust-as-evaluation approach, this 
dissertation explicitly models individual-level heterogeneity on the 
key conditions of performance-based trust. Simultaneously, it seeks to 
account for endogenous causal mechanisms resulting from the large 
heterogeneity between and within citizens and between contexts 
(including the possibility of reversed causality). This is done by utilizing 
a unique combination of different types of variation (between countries, 
between citizens, between policy issues, and between time periods) with 
innovative quantitative research methods (such as a new application of 
the Random Effects Within Between framework, cf. B. Bartels, 2008; Bell 
& Jones, 2015). These methods have not yet been applied in the study 
of political trust. Yet, they are better equipped to pinpoint the causal 
relationship between government performance evaluations and political 
trust, while controlling for alternative drivers of political trust and other 
endogenous factors. The contingency of the trust-as-evaluation approach 
is studied across all EU member states and, with greater detail, in the 
Netherlands and Norway.

The findings of this dissertation strongly suggest that political trust is (at 
least partially) driven by an evaluative mechanism, albeit under specific 
conditions. In a context where the functional responsibility of political 
institutions is clear, and individuals attribute responsibility to political 
authorities for policy issues they care about, their trust in these authorities 
will be based on their perceptions of performance. Seeing that citizens 
differ in terms of who they hold responsible (if they do at all) and what 
they care about, the degree to which political trust has an evaluative 
basis will vary from person to person. That said, the critical conditions 
of the trust-as-evaluation approach will often not be met, or only for a 
small number of people. As such, this dissertation demonstrates that 
there are various instances when political trust is unlikely to be driven 
by performance satisfaction. Here, political trust may be based on other 
factors. In this sense, this dissertation’s comprehensive investigation 
of the trust-as-evaluation approach also leads to the identification of 
its boundaries. The last chapter of this dissertation reflects upon these 
findings in light of recent scholarly debates on multilevel governance, 
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party fractionalization, and voter ignorance. Moreover, it discusses the
implications for the functioning and viability of democratic accountability 
in contemporary political systems.
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In een democratie hebben burgers de cruciale taak om hun politieke 
leiders verantwoordelijk te houden voor hun prestaties. Dit doen ze door 
politieke steun toe te wijzen op basis van hun tevredenheid over het 
functioneren van deze vertegenwoordigers. Dit beloningsmechanisme 
wordt ook wel democratische verantwoording (democratic accountability) 
genoemd. Het ideaal van democratische verantwoording stelt echter 
hoge eisen aan het politieke systeem en aan burgers. Aan de ene kant 
vereist het een overheid die responsief is naar de voorkeuren van burgers, 
en die verantwoording aflegt voor beleidsuitkomsten. Aan de andere 
kant moeten burgers niet alleen het functioneren van de autoriteiten in 
de gaten houden en beoordelen, ze moeten óók hun steun toewijzen op 
basis van deze evaluaties. Vanwege deze hoge eisen bestaan er grote 
verschillen in het daadwerkelijke functioneren van de democratische 
verantwoording, afhankelijk van institutionele en individuele kenmerken. 
De haalbaarheid van democratische verantwoording is dus context 
gevoelig. Dit proefschrift gaat in op de vraag of burgers hun politieke 
steun baseren op hun tevredenheid over het functioneren van de 
overheid, en onderzoekt de optimale condities voor een dergelijk 
verantwoordingsmechanisme. Daarbij kijkt het vooral naar een specifieke 
vorm van steun: politiek vertrouwen.

Politiek vertrouwen wordt over het algemeen beschouwd als een 
belangrijk onderdeel van democratische legitimiteit, en is essentieel voor 
het voortbestaan van de representatieve democratie (Almond & Verba, 
1963). In dit proefschrift wordt politiek vertrouwen beschouwd als een 
vorm van politieke steun, deze vorm is echter uniek doordat het a) een 
verwachting is van een relatie tussen een subject en een politiek object 
(op zowel lokaal, nationaal of supranationaal niveau), b) evaluatief  is van 
aard, en c) doorgaans een mate van risico met zich mee brengt voor 
het subject (vanwege zijn/haar afhankelijkheid van de uitkomst en/of 
het gebrek aan volledige informatie over het toekomstig handelen van 
het object). Een gebruikelijk verklaringsmodel voor politiek vertrouwen 
binnen de literatuur is de vertrouwen-als-evaluatie benadering (the trust-
as-evaluation approach). Deze voorspelt dat burgers politieke autoriteiten 
vertrouwen die goed presteren, en vertrouwen verliezen als ze dat niet 
doen. (e.g., Dalton, 2004; Miller & Listhaug, 1999; Norris, 1999; van 
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der Meer, 2017). Dit noemen we ook wel prestatie-gedreven politiek 
vertrouwen. Daarbij reiken verantwoordingsmechanismen dus verder dan 
de stembus en betreffen ze ook diepere gevoelens van politieke steun. 

Alhoewel er overtuigend bewijs bestaat voor een relatie tussen 
percepties van overheidsfunctioneren en politiek vertrouwen, kent het 
bestaande onderzoek naar prestatie-gedreven politiek vertrouwen twee 
tekortkomingen. Enerzijds lijkt er een discrepantie te bestaan tussen 
de theorie en de realiteit. Onderzoeksbevindingen geven een grote 
variatie weer (tussen personen, tijdstippen en contexten) in de sterkte 
van de relatie tussen tevredenheid over het functioneren van de overheid 
en politiek vertrouwen. De oorspronkelijke verklaring bevat echter 
een homogene benadering (‘one effect fits all’) en is dus niet in staat 
dergelijke variatie te verklaren. Anderzijds bieden bestaande bevindingen 
belangrijk maar onvoldoende bewijs voor een causaal verband tussen 
prestatietevredenheid en politiek vertrouwen. Dit bewijs is namelijk 
vooral gebaseerd op cross-sectioneel onderzoek (een vergelijking tussen 
personen op één tijdstip) waardoor niet uitgesloten kan worden dat 
de gevonden correlaties tussen tevredenheid en vertrouwen gedreven 
worden door alternatieve variabelen (ook wel spuriousness). Zo kan het 
bijvoorbeeld zijn dat een pessimistische houding maakt dat men negatief 
is over overheidsprestaties en weinig vertrouwen heeft, zonder dat het 
een het ander veroorzaakt. Daarbij sluit het ook de mogelijkheid van 
omgekeerde causaliteit niet uit, zoals wanneer politiek vertrouwen als 
graadmeter wordt gebruikt om het overheidsfunctioneren te beoordelen. 

Het doel van dit proefschrift is om de vertrouwen-als-evaluatie benadering 
te heroverwegen en te verfijnen. Het beargumenteert dat de relatie 
tussen tevredenheid met overheidsprestaties en politiek vertrouwen 
afhankelijk is van institutionele én individuele kenmerken. Om te 
onderzoeken of politiek vertrouwen gedreven wordt door een evaluatief 
mechanisme is het van belang om de onderliggende veronderstellingen 
te bevragen, zoals wie burgers daadwerkelijk verantwoordelijk houden 
voor een bepaalde beleidskwestie en wat burgers nou echt belangrijk 
vinden. Immers, wanneer men stelt dat economische onvrede leidt tot 
wantrouwen in de nationale overheid, zoals vaak wordt aangenomen 
in de literatuur, impliceert men dat burgers de nationale overheid 
verantwoordelijk houden voor economische tegenslagen. Door de 
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onderliggende aannamen uiteen te zetten worden de variaties in 
prestatie-gedreven politiek vertrouwen zichtbaar. Dit proefschrift legt 
bovenstaande heterogeniteit bloot door antwoord te geven op de 
volgende onderzoeksvraag: wat zijn de kern condities voor een relatie 
tussen evaluaties van overheidsfunctioneren en politiek vertrouwen 
op het microniveau? Het voegt daarbij niet alleen een theoretische 
bijdrage toe aan de literatuur door de explicatie van de kern condities, 
maar ook een empirische bijdrage middels een strengere toets van het 
causale effect van subjectieve overheidsprestaties op politiek vertrouwen.

Er zijn twee belangrijke factoren die bijdragen aan de heterogeniteit in 
prestatie-gedreven politiek vertrouwen. Ten eerste zijn de gevolgen van 
(on)tevredenheid op het gebied van bepaalde beleidskwesties afhankelijk 
van wie burgers verantwoordelijk houden voor dergelijke uitkomsten. 
Ten tweede kunnen er individuele verschillen ontstaan in de relatie tussen 
subjectieve overheidsprestaties en politiek vertrouwen door variatie in 
persoonlijke waarden. De eerste helft van dit proefschrift behandelt de 
verantwoordelijkheidsfactoren door te onderzoeken in hoeverre de relatie 
tussen (on)tevredenheid met overheidsprestaties en politiek vertrouwen 
afhankelijk is van de objectieve verdeling van overheidstaken (hoofdstuk 
II) en het toekennen van verantwoordelijkheid door burgers (hoofdstuk 
III). De tweede helft van dit proefschrift kijkt juist naar het belang 
van persoonlijke waarden voor het functioneren van het evaluatieve 
mechanisme van politiek vertrouwen en onderzoekt verschillen in wat 
men belangrijk vindt, ook wel issue salience genoemd (hoofdstuk IV), en 
directe ervaringen met overheidsinstanties (hoofdstuk V). 

Het belang van deze factoren wordt getoetst middels kwantitatieve 
regressieanalyses op basis van een breed scala aan data. Door gebruik 
te maken van innovatieve methoden die de heterogeniteit op het 
individuele niveau bloot kunnen leggen, zoals een nieuwe applicatie 
van het Random Effect Within Between Framework (cf. B. Bartels, 2008; 
Bell & Jones, 2015), biedt dit proefschrift een nauwkeurige toets van de 
vertrouwen-als-evaluatie benadering. Het focust zich daarbij met name op 
politiek vertrouwen in Europese landen in de afgelopen 10 jaar, met twee 
verdiepende studies in Nederland en Noorwegen. Zoals in de conclusie 
besproken wordt hebben de bevindingen echter bredere implicaties dan 
het Europese continent. 
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Dit proefschrift geeft twee typen antwoorden op de vraag of (on-)
tevredenheid over de prestaties van politieke instituten leidt tot 
meer of minder politiek vertrouwen. Het optimistische antwoord 
stelt dat politiek vertrouwen wel degelijk gedreven wordt door 
een verantwoordingsmechanisme, maar alleen onder bepaalde 
omstandigheden. De meest optimale situatie voor prestatie-gedreven 
politiek vertrouwen ontstaat wanneer het duidelijk is wie er formeel 
verantwoordelijk is voor een beleidskwestie, burgers verantwoordelijkheid 
toe kennen aan een overheid voor een dergelijke kwestie, en het een 
kwestie betreft die voor burgers belangrijk is. In deze optimale situatie 
kan er wel variatie bestaan in de evaluatieve basis van politiek vertrouwen, 
omdat burgers sterk verschillen in wie ze verantwoordelijk houden en wat 
ze van de overheid verwachten. In andere woorden, ook wanneer het 
verantwoordingsmechanisme niet identiek is tussen personen, biedt het 
voldoende bewijs voor prestatie-gedreven politiek vertrouwen. 

Het pessimistische antwoord stelt echter dat de realiteit zelden 
overeenkomt met de optimale condities van de evaluatieve verklaring 
van politiek vertrouwen (zelfs wanneer daarbinnen ruimte is voor variatie). 
Door verschuivingen van macht en groeiende complexiteit van beleid 
is het vaak onduidelijk voor burgers wie ze verantwoordelijk moeten 
houden. Als het dan ook nog een beleidskwestie treft waar ze weinig om 
geven, is de kans groot dat ze niet de tijd en moeite nemen om zichzelf 
voldoende te informeren over de prestaties en verantwoordelijkheden. 
In dit opzicht geeft dit proefschrift ook duidelijk weer dat het in 
bepaalde omstandigheden onwaarschijnlijk is dat politiek vertrouwen 
gebaseerd is op weloverwogen evaluaties van overheidsprestaties. Hier 
is het aannemelijk dat politiek vertrouwen gedreven wordt door andere 
factoren, zoals bijvoorbeeld emoties. Kortom, het uitgebreide onderzoek 
naar de vertrouwen-als-evaluatie benadering leidt ook tot het vaststellen 
van de grenzen van deze verklaring. 

Het laatste hoofdstuk reflecteert op het belang van deze bevindingen 
voor ons begrip van democratische verantwoording. Dit proefschrift 
toetst de minimale voorwaarde van democratische verantwoording, 
namelijk de vraag of burgers hun mate van politieke steun baseren op 
hun oordelen van het functioneren van overheidsinstanties (ongeacht 
de juistheid van deze percepties). Dit levert twee belangrijke inzichten 
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op in het functioneren van democratische verantwoording. Ten eerste 
toont dit proefschrift het bestaan van conditionele verantwoording op 
het microniveau. De realiteit lijkt steeds minder overeen te komen met 
de optimale condities voor democratische verantwoording. De macht 
van de nationale overheid wordt ingeperkt door het verplaatsen van 
verantwoordelijkheden naar de gemeente, de EU, en naar de markt. 
Daarnaast raakt het partij landschap binnen de nationale overheid steeds 
meer versplintert door het groeiende aantal politieke partijen. Dit maakt 
het niet alleen lastiger voor burgers om tijdens verkiezingen hun regering 
ter verantwoording te roepen, het zorgt er ook voor dat burgers hun 
politiek vertrouwen minder baseren op de daadwerkelijke prestaties van 
hun overheid. 

Het tweede inzicht is dat politieke steun gedreven wordt door bounded 
rationality waarbij burgers de best mogelijke rationele beslissing 
maken gegeven de informatie die ze hebben. In andere woorden, 
burgers houden hun politiek leiders verantwoordelijk op basis van 
hun persoonlijke waarden, en hun percepties van overheidsprestaties 
en overheidsverantwoordelijkheden. Dit betekent dat democratische 
verantwoording goed kan functioneren in de juiste context. In ongunstige 
omstandigheden kan dit rationele gedrag echter ook leiden tot ‘foutieve’ 
democratische verantwoording waarbij een politieke actor gestraft of 
beloond wordt voor uitkomsten waar hij/zij niets mee te maken heeft.

Democratie betekent letterlijk “volksheerserij” waarbij de legitimiteit van 
macht afhankelijk is van de steun van het volk. Echter, de complexiteit van 
hedendaagse democratieën belemmert burgers in het verantwoordelijk 
houden van hun vertegenwoordigers en weerhoudt ze van het geven 
van informed consent. Er heerst momenteel grote onvrede over het 
functioneren van de democratie, wat zich onder meer uit in de populariteit 
van anti-systeem partijen. Omdat de complexiteit van de politiek alleen 
maar verder zal groeien, dient de overheid de burger beter te informeren 
over het beleidsproces en beleidsuitkomsten om ervoor te zorgen dat 
de burger betrokken blijft. Hier ligt dus nog een belangrijke opdracht 
voor de overheid.  Het verbeteren van het politieke proces zal niet alleen 
leiden tot meer politieke steun (en dus legitimiteit), het faciliteert ook 
de democratische verantwoording en is daarom essentieel voor de 
levensvatbaarheid van de democratie.










