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1 Introduction to the report 
 

 

Henrik Serup Christensen and Janette Huttunen  

 

Political trust is a central part of the ongoing debate on the state of contemporary 
representative democracies. It is traditionally believed that it is beneficial for the political 
system when citizens have high levels of trust in political institutions and actors. By 
increasing the subjective legitimacy of the political system, high levels of trust facilitate 
effective implementation of political decisions and that citizens comply with the law, even in 
times of turmoil (Besley and Dray, 2024; Exadaktylos and Zahariadis, 2014; Marien and 
Hooghe, 2011; Ouattara and van Der Meer, 2023). High levels of political trust may therefore 
be considered a key component in sustaining the proper functioning of representative 
democracy. 

Several studies have tried to identify trends in political trust and their causes and 
consequences (Armingeon and Guthmann, 2014; Crozier et al., 1975; Dalton, 2004; 
Dassonneville and McAllister, 2021; Dellmuth, 2024; Devine and Valgarðsson, 2023; Norris, 
1999, 2011; van der Meer and van Erkel, 2024). There are clear differences in views on both 
directions of developments and their implications. At first, scholars saw a decline in trust, 
which was considered an ominous sign of representative democracies being unable to 
maintain the confidence of their citizens (Crozier et al., 1975). Later contributions were less 
gloomy and claimed that lower trust could even be beneficial for democracy since critical 
citizens help keep decision-makers accountable (Norris, 1999; Rosanvallon, 2008). Even more 
important for the present purposes, more recent studies examining a broader range of survey 
research even question whether there is a uniform decline in political trust (Devine and 
Valgarðsson, 2023; Norris, 2011; van der Meer and van Erkel, 2024). Rather than a steady 
decline across countries, these studies find that in most countries, what we see are often 
trendless fluctuations without any discernible trend. All of this shows that despite several 
decades of research, there is still no agreement on developments in political trust or the 
implications for democracy. 

These issues are particularly important in contemporary Europe, where representative 
democracies have transformed profoundly due to macrotrends such as modernization, 
globalization, and Europeanization. Furthermore, recent decades have witnessed several 
major political and economic crises that go hand in hand with increasing polarization of 
opinions and attitudes concerning key policy areas. The deepening integration in the EU 
entails that it can no longer be taken for granted that only national political actors and 
institutions are affected by such events. Recent studies have turned to examining political 
trust in the EU as a specific topic (Brosius et al., 2019; Harteveld et al., 2013; Muñoz et al., 2011; 
Persson et al., 2019). Although some of these studies specifically examine the link between 
trust in national and European institutions and actors, most of the literature assumes that 
political trust is one-dimensional, meaning that it remains unclear whether political trust in 
European-level actors and institutions follows a similar path or has distinct trends.  
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Kroknes et al., 2015; Rump and Zwiener-Collins, 2021). Nevertheless, since these events 
affected countries to varying extent, it is likely that the impact on levels of trust also differ. 
Furthermore, the impact may differ between the national and European levels of governance 
since their roles differed markedly during these events. 

In the final Ch. 7, we draw conclusions based on the results from the preceding chapters and 
make policy recommendations that can reinforce the study of political trust in the future. 
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are not susceptible to economic and political dynamics. Uslaner (2002) suggests that societies 
with high levels of moral trust are more cooperative and show greater tolerance.  

It seems that the sociopolitical perspective can be supplemented by looking at political trust 
from a micro perspective or otherwise using psychological concepts. Psychological trust 
theories explore the cognitive and emotional dimensions of trust formation. Hetherington 
(1998) emphasizes the role of emotional responses and affective evaluations in shaping 
political trust. This perspective contends that citizens' emotions and attitudes towards 
political entities significantly shape their trust levels. Researchers categorize political trust 
into affective and cognitive trust (Schnaudt and Popa, 2023). Affective trust pertains to the 
emotional attachment citizens have towards political institutions and actors, indicating a 
sense of affiliation and personal connection. It primarily stems from nonrational sentiments 
such as loyalty, solidarity, and belief in the benevolence of political elites. In contrast, 
cognitive trust relies on rational assessments of institutions' capabilities and the likelihood of 
them fulfilling citizens' expectations. 

2.3.2 Mistrust and distrust 
 
Mistrust and distrust are separate concepts from trust in the context of politics. Mistrust 
expresses a wary, questioning, and critical attitude towards politicians and government, 
while distrust represents more settled beliefs that politicians are untrustworthy and that they 
are acting in a way that is not in the best interests of citizens (Bunting et al., 2021). Mistrust 
can have positive consequences in a democracy by securing accountability and encouraging 
citizens to be informed and vigilant (Bunting et al., 2021) or by motivating greater 
accountability and transparency in governance (Bertsou, 2019). By contrast, high levels of 
distrust are imagined posing a threat, potentially leading to alienation and disengagement 
from government policies and recommendations (Jennings et al., 2021). This indicates that 
people perceive and express mistrust and distrust differently. Mistrust is typically related to 
concerns over whether politicians can be relied upon to behave in predictable and 
trustworthy ways, that is, if they will keep their promises. Distrust stems from perceptions 
that politicians are intrinsically committed to their own interests rather than those of citizens 
and express doubts about politicians' competence (Winsvold et al., 2023). The phenomenon of 
distrust in contemporary sociological discussions is closely related to political polarization. As 
societies become increasingly polarized, individuals may develop a sense of distrust of political 
opponents, institutions, or media popular among people with different political views 
(Iyengar and Krupenkin, 2018).  

Many researchers believe that the Internet and its technologies are an environment 
conducive to the development of a culture of distrust. The development of digital media 
(media convergence, i.e., the likening of old and new media) is often seen as a major factor in 
the formation of political trust. The Internet and the forms of journalism occurring in it are 
changing the way institutions and politicians communicate. Distrust of media sources due to 
misinformation, bias, or perceived agendas can contribute to broader political distrust 
(Zollmann, 2017). Distrust can spread through social networks like Facebook or Twitter/X. 
Negative experiences, or a negative assessment of phenomena or posts, may affect the level 
of trust of people who are recipients of messages on social networks (Uslaner, 2017b). 
However, there are researchers who point out that technological determinism (the 
development of new media) is not a sufficient element to develop distrust. Norris (2011) 
discusses how economic and cultural globalization can contribute to a sense of distrust among 
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about declining legitimacy are as old as democracy itself, but that representative democracy 
nonetheless still exists, and empirical evidence for a decline of political support in established 
democracies is limited, questionable, or absent (van Ham et al., 2023). The authors emphasized 
the importance of understanding cross-country differences and historical trends in 
determining the dynamics of trust levels. This contextualization is crucial to interpreting 
fluctuations in political trust and spotting underlying patterns. Without it, it is difficult to 
prove empirical evidence for a secular decline of political support in established democracies 
is limited, questionable, or absent. Norris (2011) contributes to this debate by revisiting the 
concepts of critical citizens and the democratic deficit. Her work highlights the interplay 
between citizen expectations and political outcomes, suggesting that perceptions of 
trustworthiness are contingent on the fulfilment of democratic ideals. The framework 
clarifies the complex relationship between political trust and democratic legitimacy. 

The dynamics of trends can be determined through longitudinal analysis, which offer 
valuable insights into trends and trajectories of political trust. An example of such analysis is 
the work of Pharr, Putnam, and Dalton (2000). These researchers used a historical perspective 
to look at the functioning of the institutions of the democratic system. Their longitudinal 
approach reveals persistent challenges to political trust, emphasizing the need for continued 
efforts to address underlying issues. Only the perspective of a quarter-century allows for the 
hypothesis of a decline in trust in democratic institutions. The analysis of the longitudinal 
perspective has found its contenders. Van der Meer and van Erkel (2024), for example, 
advocate moving beyond the debate on the crisis of political trust by using residual analysis 
to understand trust trends. Their methodological innovation (validated in an analysis of 
Eurobarometer data) allows for a more nuanced study of trust dynamics. This approach 
facilitates a deeper understanding of the underlying factors affecting political trust in Europe. 
First and foremost, it allows us to separate declines that can reasonably be expected as a 
reflection of declining political trustworthiness and thereby reflect critical citizens who 
monitor their democratic institutions from downward trends that are not warranted by 
democratic performance and thereby suggest a more fundamental disconnect between 
citizens and their democratic institutions (van der Meer and van Erkel, 2024). 

According to the above, the dynamics of political trust in Europe is a multifaceted 
phenomenon characterized by both stability and volatility and, consequently, complexity. 
While many researchers have identified a decline in political trust, others argue that trends 
in political trust are mainly trendless fluctuations (Norris, 2011). In her view, political trust 
globally and in Europe is largely shaped by many factors, including the economic situation, 
political crises, a country's political culture, and technological and media developments. 
Longitudinal analyses and contextualization are essential for explaining trust trends and 
understanding the underlying dynamics shaping political trust in Europe. 

Despite several efforts, there is no agreement on the developments in political trust in Europe, 
especially when we consider that these trends may differ across countries and depending on 
level of government. 

2.6 Conclusion  
 
This chapter on political trust discusses how it forms the central function of democratic 
societies. This theoretical introduction had ambitions to bring out the fact that political trust 
is not some ethereal concept but a very basic constitutive element underpinning the 
legitimacy and effectiveness of the political institution. In the most general sense trust builds 





https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=Political+Trust&year_start=1950&year_end=2022&corpus=en&smoothing=3
https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=Political+Trust&year_start=1950&year_end=2022&corpus=en&smoothing=3


































                                                                            
 

38 

Based on the preceding paragraphs, we think several avenues appear promising. Perhaps 
most important of all, the literature would be enriched by rigorous scrutiny on the 
measurement of political trust. Understanding the validity and reliability of (the existing and 
new) measures of political trust would be a valuable tool in assessing and interpreting the 
amassing literature. Methodological advances like the multitrait-multimethod approach 
(MTMM) can afford insights into the relative advantages of measurement strategies.  

A separate but no less valuable direction has to do with data availability. Researchers are 
abetted by high-quality and voluminous data. Access to data collected across several 
countries, with consistent methodology, and repeated waves is the bedrock of empirical 
research into political trust. In this respect, building on current infrastructures, like the 
centralized funding structure of the Eurobarometer, and the ex-ante harmonized European 
Social Survey will be key in democratizing political trust research. Expanded, EU-wide 
funding for cross-country research projects could reduce the existing inequality in country-
level data availability, while an emphasis on standardizing the data (naming conventions 
across waves, for example) will free up a lot of research potential. Relatedly, additional 
funding to harmonize more of the already collected and deposited data would similarly 
empower potential for extended research within the scholarly community.  

In terms substance, finally, within the framework of multi-level governance, tracking more 
closely the developments on trust in local institutions, which have received considerably less 
attention in both survey projects and harmonization projects, would be a step to better 
understanding of the dynamics of political trust in an era of deeper integration of the 
subnational, national, and EU governance levels, and the recent scholarly attention to the 
local level (see Vasilopoulou and Talving, 2024). 

In the following chapters, it is explored what the available data can tell us about the 
developments in trust in Europe. 
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dimensional, with one national dimension and one European dimension (factor loadings in 
Table 2). Trust in the Commission and trust in the EP load almost exclusively onto the factor 
of latent EU trust. In turn, trust expressed in the national government and the national 
parliament loads strongly on a dimension capturing latent national political trust. 
Additionally, the national political institutions load moderately onto the EU trust dimension. 
In line with the literature, this finding suggests that while trust in the two European 
institutions constitutes a separate dimension, there are spillover effects from trust in national 
institutions to the European level. 

 

Figure 9. Factor loadings of trust items on latent dimensions. (Jens Carstens, Laura Morales, 
Charles Pamies, Chiao Li) 
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5.3 Trust in the European Parliament (EP) 
 
Figure 15 shows the percentage of respondents who trust the EP by country and year. The darker 
line again represents the aggregated mean value. Similarly to the reporting above, we first 
examine overall trends and the proceed to examining country differences. 

A first noticeable finding is that trust in the EP is higher than for trust in the EU in general. This 
may be due to, for example, general Euroscepticism affecting EU ratings more than the ratings 
of trust in the actual institutions.   

Other than this, the variations between countries in the percentage of citizens who trust the EP 
resemble the EU measure. Some countries display rather high levels of trust, up to 90% in one 
country, while in others trust in the EP is much lower, as low as just over 20 per cent in some 
countries. Compared to trust in the EU, there are no clear fluctuations after the financial and 
debt crises in all countries, despite seeing some noticeable drops in some countries. There is a 
decrease in trust in 2020 in most countries, but it is not as steep as for the EU in general. 

At the aggregate level, trust in the EP was lower in 2021 (about 60%) compared to 2004 (about 
70%). However, the results also show that trust in the EP has been increasing in recent years. 
The aggregated mean trust suggests that trust in the EP was at its lowest in 2013/2014 after the 
debt crisis but that trust is recovering.   

Figure 16 shows the differences across clusters of countries, and it shows remarkable differences, 
yet there are similarities within country clusters. In the Nordic cluster, trust in the EP is around 
or above 60 per cent and the three Nordic countries follow similar patterns of mostly steady trust 
with increasing trust in the late 2010s with a decrease in trust in 2020s. In Western Europe, the 
developments in trust in the EP have generally been steady without any major fluctuations. One 
exception is Ireland, which was heavily affected by the financial and debt crises. Here there was 
a steeper drop in trust after 2008. Another exception is the UK. The UK exhibited the lowest trust 
in the EP over the 20-year period. In most Western European countries, we see a slight decrease 
in trust in 2020, with an increase in trust in 2021. However, in Ireland, The Netherlands, and the 
UK the trend is the opposite: trust was higher in 2020 than in 2021.  

Previous research shows that trust in the EP declined more in countries that were hit harder 
after the financial crisis (Dotti Sani and Magistro, 2016). This is also evident in the trends for 
Southern Europe. In most countries, there was a major decrease in trust in the EP. This is not 
visible in Malta, where trust in the EP is high, or in Cyprus, where trust did decrease but not as 
much as in the other Southern European countries. The drop was especially strong in Portugal, 
Spain, and Greece, but also in Italy. However, trust in the EP has increased in recent years, 
especially in the three countries where the decrease was strongest. Especially in Portugal the 
trust seems to have been restored. We also see what we presume a Covid-19 inflicted decrease in 
trust in 2020 in all other Southern European countries expect Portugal, with an increase in trust 
again in 2021 in Italy, Malta, and Spain.   

Many of the Central and Eastern European countries exhibited very high trust in the EP after 
joining in the early 2000s. Some continue to exhibit very high trust (Lithuania, Estonia), while in 
other countries there appears to have been a significant decrease in trust since the financial and 
debt crises (Slovakia, Slovenia), and even decreases in trust in the late 2010s (Czechia). However, 
the decrease in trust following the financial crisis is not as steep as in Southern Europe. 
Furthermore, there is not a decrease in trust in the EP that was evident for the EU in general in 
this country cluster. Several factors may contribute to these patterns. The high trust in EP, 
especially in the early days of EU membership, may be due to the promises of prosperity and 
political stability (Bardi et al., 2002). Furthermore, the Central and Eastern European have low 
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The final step involves classifying countries according to their trends in Figure 20. For the 
Commission, it is only in The Netherlands where there is a pattern of trendless fluctuations, 
while trust decreased in Luxembourg, Bulgaria, Estonia, and Slovakia. This was also the case 
for the EP and the EU for Bulgaria, Estonia, and Slovakia, showing that these countries have 
become more Eurosceptic during this time, albeit from a relatively high level of trust. As for 
the previous items, most countries experienced either a partial or full recovery of trust in the 
Commission, meaning that after a drop the level of trust has been increasing in recent years. 
Full recoveries occurred in Austria, Germany, Ireland, the UK, Malta, Portugal, Croatia, Latvia 
and partial recoveries in Belgium, France, Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Spain, Czechia, Hungary, 
Lithuania, Poland, Romania, and Slovenia. Hence trust in the Commission recovered in 20 out 
of the 28 countries. Trust in the Commission increased in Finland, Sweden, and Denmark 
meaning that trust again increased in all Nordic countries.  









https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2014-2020/spending-and-revenue_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2014-2020/spending-and-revenue_en
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finally, a third graph showing the trends of political trust by specific trend patterns (stable, 
increasing, decreasing and decreasing with recovery). However, to simplify the interpretation of 
these patterns, we only include four categories: stable patterns, increasing patterns, and two 
decreasing patterns (with and without recovery). These patterns were also calculated using both a 
Pearson correlation coefficient and an ordinary least-squares linear regression with the same 
specifications (linear and quadratic terms for the survey year), and with two distinct thresholds for 
the significance level (0.90 for the correlation and 0.95 for the OLS model) to assess the slope and the 
linearity of the trend line. 

6.2 Trust in the National Parliament 
 
Our first analysis examines the developments in trust in the national parliament.8 As shown in the 
grey lines of Figure 21, the levels of trust in the national parliament vary substantially across 
countries, with instances in which trust in the national parliament was above 80% (2007 and 2009), 
while in others it was as low as 5% (2009 and 2013).  

The dark line shows the aggregated mean, for all the countries, of the percentage of respondents 
who trust, showing a curvilinear trend with lower levels of trust between 2010 and 2016, and an 
overall decreasing pattern that has not fully recovered the levels of trust in 2004, which was five 
percentage points above the mean in 2021 (40%). The deviation is high during the period analysed, 
with 2009 being the year with the highest deviation (75 percentage points), while the lowest is the 
most recent year (49% in 2021). 

After a period of constant but stable decreasing values of trust between 2004 and 2009, the most 
noticeable drop in the levels of trust in the national parliament was in 2010, when the mean 
dropped from 39% to 33%, recovering slightly one percentage point in 2011, but falling to an all-time 
low of 31% in both 2012 and 2013. The recovery in the levels of trust in the national parliament 
started in 2017 (4% additional percentage points from the 35% in 2016) and has remained stable at 
around 40% ever since. The average trend for the first half of the period is consistent with the 
findings in previous comparative studies, which showed that trust in parliaments declined during 
the 1990s and the first decade of the century (Norris, 2011). 

The next graph (Figure 22) shows the unsmoothed lines by countries, using the same geographical 
categories and order as in previous sections: Nordic countries, Western Europe, Southern Europe, 
and Central and Eastern Europe. Similarly to the previous graph, this figure suggests that there is 
widespread variation in the levels of trust, but it also indicates that these differences are small 
within regions in Europe. Nordic countries show higher levels of trust during the period compared 
to other countries, and the lowest levels are mostly at the start of the period, while for many other 
countries, particularly in Southern Europe, the drop in trust occurred right after the financial crisis. 

On the other hand, Central and Eastern European countries show much lower levels of trust in 
their national parliaments (except for Estonia), and the evolution of trust appears to be less 
connected to the crisis. Southern European countries also show a distinct pattern, particularly those 
that joined the EU more recently: one in which the levels of trust in their national parliaments are 
markedly high in the first years, after which they hit a bottom low after the crisis and never fully 
recovered. However, this is not exactly the case in Malta, where the recovery was steeper. Finally, 
Western European countries show greater variation and a mix of patterns. Generally, they have 
quite stable and relatively more moderate levels of trust, but with important differences. Firstly, 

 
8 For both trust in the national parliament and in the national government, the most recent data can be 
found in the OECD Survey on Drivers of Trust in Public Institutions (OECD, 2024). 
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6.3 Trust in the National Government 
 
After assessing the levels of trust in the national parliament, we shift our focus to the executive 
branch, by analysing trust in the national government. Figure 24 shows again the developments in 
trust in one single plot for all the countries and years, but this time for the national government. 
This first visualisation shows more outlying cases in more recent years, and slightly less variance 
during the full period, particularly in the central years. However, the differences do not appear to 
be substantive, at least in terms of the maximum deviation. 

The aggregated mean is remarkably like the equivalent line for trust in the national parliament, 
although in the case of trust in the national government, the mean is lower in the first years and 
higher by the end of the period, which is not the case for trust in the national parliament. This 
suggests that trust in the national government has not just improved more than trust in the 
national parliament, but that it is also slightly higher than its mean in 2004. These differences 
between trust in the national government and trust in the national parliament, even if slight, were 
also anticipated in the literature, where it was demonstrated that citizens differentiate between 
branches even at the same tier of government (Schnaudt, 2019; Schneider, 2017).   

Figure 25 shows the unsmoothed lines by countries and provides an interesting contrast to the more 
clear-cut results for trust in the national parliament. Here, the respondents in Nordic countries 
appear to be less trusting of the national government than of their respective national parliaments 
overall, and countries such as Sweden in 2005 and Denmark in 2013 report levels of trust in the 
national government below 40% during certain periods. In Western Europe, the trends are 
remarkably close to those for the national parliament, which is also applicable to most countries of 
the rest of the regions: higher values of trust in the national government in the early years for 
Southern European countries and generally lower levels in former Communist countries of Central 
and Eastern Europe. Some other cases stand out in this comparison between the legislative and the 
executive branches. One is Portugal, which showed markedly lower levels of trust in the national 
government in 2004 and improved the initial values, compared to the curvilinear and stable trend 
for trust in the national parliament. The other one is Lithuania, which has experienced more 
variation in trust in the national government, particularly between 2004 and 2016. These results 
complement the findings found by Norris regarding West European countries, and suggest, for 
instance, that the high and negative net changes between 1997 and 2009 for countries like the UK 
and Portugal have reduced in size, while in other countries such as Greece and Spain the levels of 
trust in the national government have not recovered (Norris, 2011: 71). 

The final graph of this section in Figure 26 shows that even if trust in the national government is 
slightly more similar across countries, there is less stability in trends. Only one-fifth of the countries 
have remained stable (compared to one-third of countries for trust in the national parliament), and 
the opposite is true in terms of improvements. There are substantial improvements in trust in the 
national government in one-third of the countries, compared to less than 18% of countries regarding 
trust in the national parliament. Combined, these results suggest that trends in trust in the national 
government are more alike across EU countries and that trust in national governments has timidly 
improved generally speaking compared to trust in the national parliament.  
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6.4 Trust in the National Legal System 
 
The data on trust in the national legal system comes from the European Social Survey (ESS) due to 
data limitations of the HEB and uses a different, yet fairly comparable, scale. The options given to 
the respondents of the ESS offered a 0-10 scale on this item, as well as in the following two (trust in 
politicians and in political parties). Therefore, the vertical axis shows the mean trust in the legal 
system, with 0 being the lowest and 10 the highest.  

Figure 27 shows our initial visualisation of the developments in trust in the legal system. The nature 
of the available data reduces the number of data points for specific countries and years, which are 
described at the bottom of the graph. These are particularly noticeable for Malta (no data), 
Luxembourg and Romania (only one wave), and Greece and Latvia (only three time points). The 
missing cases also affect the trends, which are less abrupt due to reasons that are potentially 
exogenous to the actual (unobserved) levels of trust. 

Overall, the levels of trust in the judicial system are higher and more similar across countries, when 
compared to the levels of trust in the national executive and legislative branches. The aggregate 
mean is around 5 on the 0-10 scale, and even if the highest values appear to be lower (below 8 
points), there are no cases below 2, and most countries are well above 3.5 points. 

The next graph on the mean trust in the legal system plotted by countries slightly differs from the 
previous ones in one aspect. In this case, Figure 28 shows countries with a discontinuous line 
representing the countries which have at least one missing wave in the ESS. This affects mostly the 
countries in Central and Eastern Europe, but also a few Southern European countries, plus 
Denmark (missing waves 8 and 10), Austria (missing waves 4, 5 and 6) and Luxembourg (only one 
wave available). 

The graph shows again that Nordic countries tend to trust their legal system more than the rest, 
particularly Denmark and Finland. In Western Europe, Austria, Germany, and The Netherlands are 
countries with higher levels of trust in the legal system. Southern European countries fluctuate 
more than the countries in the first two regions, and this variation takes many different forms: in 
Cyprus an important decline, in Greece an increase, and in Portugal and Spain a more stable and 
curvilinear trend. The last group of countries also shows variation. As in previous items, Estonia 
has higher levels of trust, which are more clearly increasing in this case, and the growth pattern is 
also visible for Czechia, Hungary, and Lithuania. Overall, these trends suggest that there have been 
important changes in the patterns of trust in the legal system if we compare them with the existing 
data in the 1990s (Bühlmann and Kunz, 2011). Denmark, Finland, and Sweden still have relatively 
high scores, but Austria had markedly higher levels of trust in the legal system in the 1990s 
(particularly compared to Sweden), and Greece was slightly above countries such as the 
Netherlands, which is not the case now, at least until recent years. Another contrasting case is 
Czechia, where the levels of trust in the judicial system are much higher than two decades prior. 

The last graph for trust in the legal system gives a clear idea of the more positive orientations 
towards these institutions. Figure 29 presents a generally stable or increasing trend, with most 
countries converging more than in other items, except for Croatia in the group of stable countries 
and Bulgaria in the increasing ones. The graph also clearly shows that negative trends are fairly 
uncommon (only in Cyprus) and that the occasional reductions of trust in the legal systems were 
preceded by previous improvements (Sweden). 
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7. Conclusions and policy recommendations 
 

 

Henrik Serup Christensen and Janette Huttunen 

 

7.1 Introduction 
 
In this report, we have examined the general dynamics of trust based on secondary data analysis. 
By mapping the dynamics of trust in representative institutions and actors across Europe, we have 
observed how trust in representative institutions has changed over time and across countries, also 
considering differences between actors and institutions, most specifically whether they belong to 
the European or the national level. Our research aims have been 1) to examine whether the 
developments differ across countries, 2) whether there are clusters of countries with similar 
developments, and 3) whether the developments differ between the European and national levels of 
governance.  

While our aims were mainly descriptive, the conceptual chapter in this report highlight several 
ongoing debates in the study of political trust that remain unsettled despite a plethora of research 
on the topic. We here highlight our findings for our three research questions and how these 
contribute to these debates. 

First, one of the most important ones concerns the developments in political trust in representative 
democracies. Our results suggest that this discussion often fails to appreciate the considerable 
variation that exists in the patterns of developments in political trust. While we find relatively few 
instances of countries where trust has declined, we also find relatively few cases of trendless 
fluctuations in trust. Instead, we see a more nuanced picture of developments, where we see certain 
trends in developments, but these are not necessarily negative. Furthermore, even when negative 
developments do occur, such as is the case for several countries in the wake of the financial turmoil 
following 2008, we see that levels of political trust are relatively quick to recover in many countries, 
even when they have not (yet) reached prior levels of trust. This finding is important since it shows 
that negative trends in political trust caused by external shocks is often reversed following some 
years. In this sense, our findings align with those of Devine and Valgarðsson (2023) who at the 
individual level find political trust to be stable in the long term, with short-term volatility in 
response to changing political contexts. Our results suggest that this stability is also present at the 
macrolevel. Even if major events can lead to some volatility, there is a tendency for levels of trust 
to fully or partly recover in many of the countries included here.  

Second, we observe differences across countries, meaning there seem to be clusters of countries 
with similar developments. While we do not here aim to disentangle these differences, a simple 
categorisation by geography reveals important clusters of countries with similar developments. For 
example, it is noteworthy that the Nordic countries, here represented by Denmark, Finland, and 
Sweden, all have relatively high levels of political trust across the board, and with few exceptions 
seem to maintain these high levels of trust. Another cluster of countries are made up by Southern 
European countries, who all experienced a pronounced drop in political trust following the post-
2008 financial crisis and ensuing debt crisis. Most of these countries were severely affected by the 
economic turmoil so this is perhaps unsurprising. Nevertheless, these patterns suggest that the 
impact of major events may differ depending on cultural and historical legacies, as well as the direct 
impact of contextual events. 
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Finally, the inconclusiveness of this debate may to some extent be because of a singular focus on 
political trust in actors and institutions at the national level. Explicitly or implicitly, it has often 
been presumed that political trust is a one-dimensional attitude that cuts across levels of 
governance. Our results suggest that this belief may be misguided. Based on analyses of the 
available items on trust in institutions and actors at both the European and the national levels of 
government, the most credible interpretations suggests that these form two separate dimensions of 
political trust. In other words, even if there are some degree of correlation between the two, high 
trust in national-level actors does not necessarily imply high trust in European-level actors, and 
vice versa. This interpretation is also supported by our analyses of developments in trust in various 
actors at both the national and the European levels. Here we see that the patterns differ, at times 
quite markedly, between the two levels, whereas developments for specific actors at the two levels 
are often very similar. The patterns of developments are also distinct. Whereas trust in actors at the 
European level seem to be more affected by major events such as the financial crisis and the Covid-
19 pandemic, trust at the national level fluctuates more and there is greater variation across 
countries. While this is perhaps hardly surprising, it is nonetheless evidence that it is important to 
specify the level of political trust as they do not necessarily go together. 

All in all, our main conclusion is that the question of developments in political trust is more complex 
than what previous literature has presumed. Even if these developments do not necessarily amount 
to trendless fluctuations, it is necessary to appreciate both the important differences that exist 
among countries and levels of governance.  

7.2 Shortcomings 
 
By highlighting the considerable differences in trajectories across countries and levels of 
governance, this report shed some light on the developments in political trust. Nevertheless, our 
work was hampered by a lack of adequate data. Although several survey programs exist, and some 
efforts at data harmonization have been carried out, it proved difficult to find suitable data with 
adequate items covering trust in political actors and institutions across different levels of 
governance and covering a sufficient time span. Only the Eurobarometer included items covering 
several institutions and actors at the European level. The situation was even more dire for items 
covering trust in actors and institutions at the regional and local levels of government. Since these 
levels play an important role in the everyday lives of citizens across Europe, this may be of extreme 
importance for understanding developments in political trust at different levels of governance. This 
lack of suitable and reliable indicators on regional and local levels of government entails that we 
have limited knowledge on how citizens feel about these central actors in the European system of 
governance. While we laud the efforts of researchers doing the hard work of data harmonisation, 
it is difficult for single researchers and even research groups to find the resources to carry out these 
endeavours. Consequently, the existing sources of data all come with important deficiencies when 
it comes to examining developments in political trust across countries and levels of governance. 

It should be noted that recent conceptual and empirical contributions have called into question 
whether the standard measures of political trust adequately captures the relevant dimensions of 
political trust, and in particular the distinction between mistrust and distrust (Bertsou, 2019; 
Bunting et al., 2021; Jennings et al., 2021; van der Meer and Zmerli, 2017). The standard measures of 
political trust may be incapable of distinguishing a healthy dose of mistrust from an unhelpful 
distrust that weakens political legitimacy. In this sense, it may be helpful to reconsider entirely how 
to define and empirically capture this illusive concept.  
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Figure A9. Trends in trust in the European Commission, 2004-2021. 

 

Source: Harmonized Eurobarometer (Russo & Bräutigam, 2023) 
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