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Abstract

Are political attitudes a stable feature of individuals or a rational response to
changing circumstances and contexts? This question has long been a feature of
political science, and underpins our theories of how political attitudes are formed
and what their consequences might be. In this paper, we explore this perennial
question with a focus on the case of political trust, a fundamental indicator of
democratic legitimacy and a long-standing topic of debate. Theoretically, we devise
a framework that highlights how different theories of political trust assume different
levels of stability or volatility, and the implications that this has for those theories
and their normative consequences. Empirically, we study within-individual stability
of political trust using six panel studies that cover five countries between 1965 and
2020. Our results consistently point to trust being stable in the long-term, with
potential for short-term volatility in response to changing political contexts, and
for substantial changes between people’s formative years and their adulthood. Even
over a period of 19 years, most people’s responses to trust questions are remark-
ably similar between surveys, and significant life events such as unemployment and
going to University do not significantly influence trust. Changes in the political
environment, like incumbent government turnover, have larger effects but these ap-
pear to return to equilibrium in a few years. The exception to this general finding
is individuals who are first surveyed when they are under the age of 18, who appear
much more likely to change their trust levels in subsequent waves. Overall, our
results complement previous research on attitude stability, indicating that trust is
approximately as stable as other attitudes, such as towards immigration and redis-
tribution. These findings have fundamental implications for our understanding of
the nature of political trust and of attitude formation more broadly.
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In motivating a case for the instability of individuals’ attitudes, Zaller (1992, p. 53)
recounts the story of a teacher interviewed as part of the 1987 American National Election
Study. In one interview, the teacher passionately made a case for greater government
spending, citing a crisis in education provision in the country. Being part of a panel
study, the teacher was revisited four weeks later; they now argued that government
was too big, too overbearing, and advocated for substantial reductions in government
spending. Zaller’s argument was that most respondents exhibit substantial volatility
in their attitudes, even on quite core dimensions like government spending, and even
to the extent of being contradictory. From Lippmann (1922) to Converse (1962), the
foundational public opinion literature shared this somewhat cynical view of individuals’

ability to hold consistent attitudes.

The degree to which political attitudes are stable or volatile has long been considered
one of their most important attributes: it sheds lights on their nature, how they are
shaped, and how they evolve over time (Key, 1961; Robinson, 1964). In this paper, we
contribute to that perennial debate with a focus on the case of political trust. Part of the
broader concept of political support, which refers generally to citizens’ attachment to their
political regime and community (Easton, 1965), political trust refers more specifically to
citizens’ feelings about the institutions and actors governing their polity (Citrin & Stoker,
2018); their ‘basic evaluative or affective orientation towards government’ (Miller, 1974,
p. 952). The objects of political trust most commonly include the national legislature and
executive as well as political parties and politicians - and sometimes related objects such
as the judiciary, civil service and law enforcement (Uslaner, 2018; Zmerli & van der Meer,
2017). Trust is thought to be an inherently important legitimizing quality of democratic
government and a cause of other important outcomes, such as policy and law compliance
(Krupenkin, 2021; Marien & Hooghe, 2011), policy preferences (Macdonald, 2021) and

political participation (Valgardsson et al., 2021).

Conceptually, one of the long-standing debates about political trust is the extent to which

it is a stable trait reflecting a culturally entrenched orientation about the political system’s



legitimacy (‘diffuse support’) (Easton, 1975, 1976), or a more volatile attitude which may
be moved by the ebbs and flows of political life (‘specific support’) (Dalton, 2004; Norris,
2011). This debate reflects broader debates about attitude formation, but it has specific
theoretical and normative implications for the study of trust in particular. First, it tells
us about the nature of trust and how we interpret it: whether it is an expression of system
legitimacy or, instead, a rational assessment of government performance which enables
more short-term mechanisms of democratic accountability. Second, if it is the latter,
then stability is not necessarily a desirable trait as Zaller and others (e.g., Converse,
2006) posited for other attitudes: we would want trust to vary with performance and,

ultimately, the trustworthiness of institutions and actors.

Understanding the stability or otherwise of political trust therefore informs us about
its nature, determinants and normative implications. Explanatory theories of political
trust formation typically make an assumption about stability: theories that emphasise
long-term, generational changes (Dalton, 2004; Inglehart, 1997) or dispositional determ-
inants (Intawan & Nicholson, 2018) imply that political trust is stable, whilst those that
emphasise government performance, scandals (Bowler & Karp, 2004), election results or
negative media coverage (Norris, 2011), for instance, imply that trust is rather malleable.
These are often described as ‘cultural’ versus ‘institutional” theories (see Schoon & Cheng,
2011). If trust were stable, these latter theories likely have lower explanatory power, at
least in the long term. If trust were very volatile, the former theories would lose credib-
ility and we would need to revert to the latter - or perhaps even back to earlier concerns
about the fundamental volatility of public opinion. These questions also have practical
and normative implications: they help us understand what to make of the generally low
or declining levels of trust in many established democracies (Citrin & Stoker, 2018) - is
it a fundamental crisis of legitimacy, or a more innocuous temporary dissatisfaction with

government?

In this study, we provide the most comprehensive analysis of the (in)stability of political

trust attitudes to date, using six long-term, nationally-representative panel studies from



the United States and four European countries - Britain, Germany, the Netherlands
and Switzerland - between 1965 to 2020. Our core finding is that trust is characterised
by medium-to-long-term stability with the potential for some short-term volatility in
response to the political environment. We evidence this with two analyses. First, we show
descriptively that individuals are remarkably stable in their surveys responses. Even in
our longest panel, covering 19 years (in Switzerland), 58% of respondents changed their
trust responses by no more than one category on a 10-point scale over the entire period.
We also show that this instability does not in general increase substantially over time;
the average change between the first and second waves and first and last waves are quite
similar in all of our panels. We also apply latent growth models to three of the most
frequent panels which takes into account (variation in) individuals’ different trajectories,
and these results remain robust. Even in Britain, which experienced three elections, a
referendum, and considerable political volatility over the period covered, we observe more
stability than volatility. However, we also show that those interviewed in their youth
and early adulthood are substantially more volatile, providing support for socialisation

theories of attitude formation.

In our second set of analyses, we ask to what extent changing individual and political
circumstances affect individuals’™ political trust levels over time. Using within-between
multilevel models, our results indicate that differences between people in terms of educa-
tion, income, ideology and other qualities explain differences in trust, but that individuals
changing on these qualities is almost entirely unrelated to changes in political trust. We
then use impact functions to understand the potential effects of government turnover
in the Netherlands, which indicates that incumbent turnover at elections has a sizeable
effect on the trust levels of the winners and losers respectively, but that these effects
subside after a year or so. Thus both changing individual and political contexts, even
in most-likely areas such as becoming unemployed or losing an election, have minimal
consequences for political trust. Overall, our results suggest that i) individuals’ trust
attitudes are quite stable across long periods of time and in relatively tumultuous polit-

ical environments and ii) trust attitudes are minimally responsive to changing individual



circumstances but do respond, albeit briefly, to changing political circumstances. The
data we use to reach these conclusions - six panels in five countries over 50 years - is

unprecedented in the trust literature in its temporal and geographical coverage.

Our contributions to the political trust literature are fundamental. Conceptually, our
results suggest that trust is a more ‘diffuse’ than ‘specific’ attitude, formed in early
adulthood and, for most people, consistent over the life course. Theoretically, this points
to the primacy of relatively settled factors as determinants of political trust, such as
dispositional traits and early-life socialization, rather than relatively short-term factors
like performance, scandal, media coverage or specific events. Whilst these are important
in other ways, and may matter for some people (especially in their formative years),
long-term factors are likely the dominant explanation. An implication of this is that if
trust is generally declining (an empirical conjecture still hotly debated, e.g. Zmerli &
van der Meer, 2017), this is likely due to generational replacement and the differential
socialization of generations rather than long-term individual-level changes among the
adult population. Empirically, our analysis brings together, to our knowledge, the largest
range of panel data in terms of temporal and geographical coverage in analyses of political
trust. Political trust research is dominated by cross-sectional analysis, which is necessarily
limited in understanding or explaining within-person change and dynamics. Whilst a
handful of other studies use panel analyses, these are typically based only on one country
or limited time periods (e.g Bauer, 2018; Boulianne, 2019; Sikorski et al., 2020). Our
analysis provides important conceptual, theoretical and empirical contributions to the

literature on political trust.

This has implications for the literature on political attitude formation more broadly as
well. Despite early concerns motivated by anecdotes like in the opening paragraph, recent
research instead argues that attitudes ranging from those towards immigration (Kustov
et al., 2021) and redistribution (O’Grady, 2019) to other qualities like political interest
(Prior, 2010), political morality (Ansolabehere et al., 2008), and many others (Kiley &

Vaisey, 2020), are remarkably stable. Our research contributes to this vein of literature



by highlighting individuals’ capacity for stable, consistent attitudes, and therefore adds
evidence to the long-standing debate on the sources and meaningfulness of individuals’

political beliefs (Converse, 1974; Easton, 1965; Zaller, 1992).

We begin the paper by discussing theories of political trust formation and how they as-
sume some extent of stability or volatility, and review the existing empirical evidence. We
then describe our data and empirical strategy before presenting our results. We conclude
by discussing the implications of our results for understanding attitude formation and

the dynamics of political trust over time.

Stability and Fluctuation in Theories of Political Trust

We organise theories of political trust formation depending on how stable they assume
trust to be, arranging them along a continuum from most to least stable. The inten-
tion here is to show how most of the primary theories of political trust formation make
(implicit) assumptions about its stability. We present these in figure 1. At the most
stable end, at the left side of the figure, are those theories that emphasise individual
dispositions rooted in biology and psychology, finding that hereditary biological factors
and personality traits such as agreeableness, neuroticism and extraversion play a role in
political trust (e.g Freitag & Ackermann, 2016). Given that these theories link trust to
basic personality traits, and that the latter are extremely stable, they would predict little

change in trust.

To the right of these are theories that focus on the role of long-term socialisation and
generational differences. These refer to the gradual influence of individuals’ social en-
vironments, especially during their formative years, which shape their political trust
orientations for the long term. These link to the early sociological literature in political
culture research (Almond & Verba, 1963; Kiley & Vaisey, 2020; Putnam, 1995). Of these,
Inglehart (1997)’s account of generational change is perhaps the most well-known, and

has been significantly expanded upon by Dalton (2004) and Norris (2011). Although
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these theories differ in terms of the precise mechanisms at work, all suggest that political
trust is relatively stable, formed in the socialisation of new generations in early adult-
hood. For instance, with the growth of material affluence, mass education and technology
in developed countries, individuals tend to be more challenging of hierarchy and thus less
willing to trust political elites (Inglehart, 1997). In a similar vein, the expansion of edu-
cation may have led to a greater, more disparate range of demands on government which

are more difficult to meet, thus undermining political trust (Dalton, 2004; Norris, 2011).
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Figure 1: Theories of political trust, from most stable to most volatile

Moving along the spectrum from left to right, institutional theories instead argue that the
primary driver of trust is the political institutional context. These emphasise qualities
such as systemic corruption, historical regime change (such as post-communism), inter-
national integration and electoral systems in determining trust (meer political 2016;
meer _what 2010; e.g Mair, 2013; Mishler & Rose, 2001).! With the exception of the
historical regime of the country, these do not logically entail stability of trust: indeed, if a
political system were to suddenly change radically, we might expect a change in political
trust to follow. But this typically does not happen and in most circumstances political
institutions are quite stable (such as the party system, Mair, 1998) and therefore so is

political trust.

One step further to the right, policy theories are perhaps the most well-studied. We
refer here to those that focus on the impact of governments’ economic performance and
policy performance more generally. Research has generally established a strong relation-
ship between economic and non-economic performance and political trust (Armingeon &

Guthmann, 2014; Chanley et al., 2000; Foster & Frieden, 2017; Haugsgjerd & Kumlin,

LOf course, some institutional theories focus more on informal institutions and/or subjective evalu-
ations of institutions, but here we refer to those that focus on the objective effects of formal institutions.



2020). This literature also makes a distinction between subjective economic performance
(i.e. what the individual thinks about the economy) and objective economic performance
(i.e. aggregate changes in GDP, unemployment, inequality, and so on) (van der Meer,
2018). In both cases, a fundamental assumption is that individuals are able and will-
ing to update their trust judgements depending on economic performance (perceived or

objective), which is often volatile.

Finally, what we call ‘political event theories’ are the most volatile, suggesting that trust
judgements can be moved by individual scandals pertaining to politicians or political
institutions (Bowler & Karp, 2004; Maier, 2011; Sikorski et al., 2020) and by short-term
media framing of politics and politicians (Barton & Piston, 2021; Craig & Rippere, 2014;
Newton, 2006). These are judged as the most volatile, since they suggest that short-
term factors such as individual politicians’ conduct and the media’s framing of political
events may shift people’s trust judgements, which implies that trust is quite a malleable
attitude. A salient recent example is the apparent consensus in political commentary in
the UK that a series of scandals in 2021 and 2022 (especially 'partygate’) has seriously

undermined the public’s political trust.

Our basic claim here is that each theory of the determinants of political trust makes a
judgement on the malleability of trust, and this applies to theories about perhaps any
political attitude. We aim to establish the stability or volatility of trust on the individual
level, which speaks to the relative potential explanatory power of each of these theories.
Despite fifty years of research and a lot of progress made, it is still the case that the
determinants of trust are seen as a ‘protean’ topic with little consensus (Citrin & Stoker,
2018). Discovering the relative stability of political trust will help us move this debate
forward. To be clear, our intention is not to directly test each of these theories, nor that
this is an absolute question: discovering that trust is stable or otherwise does not mean
that theories which rely on one or the other assumption are consigned to the bin, but

only that the variation they can plausibly explain is reduced.



Existing empirical evidence

The broader empirical literature generally suggests, quite unlike earlier theoretical work
(Converse, 1974; Zaller, 1992), that political attitudes are more stable than not. Issue-
specific attitudes, such as on redistribution, immigration and the European Union, show
very little change even in response to economic shocks, university education, and social
mobility (Kuhn et al., 2021; Kustov et al., 2021; Langsaether et al., 2022; Margalit, 2013;
O’Grady, 2019). In addition, some studies on social trust suggest that there is almost
no movement in that attitude throughout the data used (Sturgis et al., 2010; van Ingen

& Bekkers, 2015).

With respect to political trust, there are a few studies using panel data. A set of studies
by Claes and Hooghe (2017), Claes et al. (2012) and Hooghe et al. (2015), using 5-year
panel data amongst 16-21 year olds in Belgium, indicates that whilst education in indi-
viduals’ early years can affect trust, the differences between individuals were essentially
already present and stable by age 16, such that further education made no difference
to levels of trust. This suggests that trust is relatively stable past middle adolescence.
Reaching a similar conclusion using longer panel data from Switzerland, Bauer (2018)
shows that becoming unemployed has no effect on political trust, but does affect other
attitudes like life satisfaction. In terms of short-term volatility, Boulianne (2019) shows
using a 4-wave panel study during a deliberative event that participants’ general political
trust was not increased by participation, although trust in government’s decision-making
in the specific domain discussed at the event (climate change) did improve. Similarly,
van Elsas et al. (2019) and Sikorski et al. (2020) show that scandals negatively affect
political trust through quite a sophisticated process: individuals distinguish between dif-
ferent institutions and individual politicians. Haugsgjerd and Kumlin (2020) show that
evaluations of government performance do affect trust, though it is worth noting that it
is based on a 2-wave panel study which might only capture short-term impact or fluc-
tuations. The evidence from these studies is thus somewhat mixed. Finally, (Schoon &

Cheng, 2011) study lifetime determinants of political trust using survey data and report



high consistency between trust measures fielded to the same panel in two panels with a

9-year interval.

The existing literature leaves two gaps which we address. First, no existing study spe-
cifically analyses the within-individual stability of trust (rather than the potential effects
of specific, isolated factors on trust), which is fundamental to understanding its determ-
inants. Second, existing studies rely on a limited number of survey waves, data sources,
or countries, which means results may be limited to particular countries, time periods or
surveys and may only tell us whether trust is stable or not in the short term. We fill
both of these gaps, studying the stability of trust using data from six long-running panel

studies in five countries.

Data and methods

Data

Individual panel data is necessary to answer our question since our objective is to study
whether individuals change their political trust judgements over time. Moreover, we
need a long period of time and preferably different political contexts. To that end, we use
six panel studies from five countries (the United States, Switzerland, the Netherlands,
Germany and Britain) which extend from 1965 (the US) to 2020 (the Netherlands). Our
longest panel is the US Youth Panel (USYP), which begins in 1965 and ends in 1997
(32 years). Our shortest are the German Longitudinal Election Study (GLES) 2016-2020
Panel and the US Voter Study Group (USVSG) (4 years). The length of time period
covered by a panel is important for studying long-term stability, but the number of waves
(i.e. observations for each individual) is also an important consideration for a robust
analysis of stability. Whilst the USYP is 32 years long, it only has three waves, while the
USVSG has four and the GLES has trust measures in six of its 15 waves. The strength

of the USYP over other panels is its length of time, that it is the only one in the United
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States, and that it interviews respondents in their youth, to which we return to later. Our
central analyses however focus on the three panels that include trust in the most waves as
well as over a long period of time: the British Election Study (BES), the Swiss Household
Panel (SHP), and the Dutch Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS),
which have trust measures in 16, 14 and 12 waves. We summarise our data sources in

table 1.

As such, we include a relatively diverse sample of Western democracies in our study: two
majoritarian and relatively polarised anglophone countries (US and Britain) as well as
three continental European countries with more consensual political cultures (Germany,
Switzerland and the Netherlands). Nevertheless, our data selection is also driven by
data availability. There is a relative paucity of long-term panel surveys which include
measures of political trust; most are in wealthy countries and most tend to be in Western
Europe. Since we are interested in the stability of trust in the medium-to-long term,
we do not include studies such as The American Panel Survey, which has two waves of
‘trust’ variables over 18 months (and question wordings differ), or The Belgian Political
Panel Study (BPPS, 2006-11), which fielded three waves over five years to a sample of
adolescents. The strength of our panel selection is that we have variation in all of the
most well-studied determinants of political trust: over time, individuals will change work
status, income and education; the economic situation varies substantially in the period
and countries covered; and there have been political scandals, shocks and changes in the
media environment. Considering our overview of political trust theories in figure 1, we
are able to observe citizens’ trust throughout a period in which we would expect levels

of trust to vary.

The measures of trust used by each project are listed in table 1; The BES asks about trust
in ‘Members of Parliament in general’ and the SHP asks about the ‘federal government’.
LISS has separate questions for government, parliament and politicians, and we use the

latter in the main analyses. ? Finally, the GLES asks about trust in parliament, whereas

’In Appendix B.3, we use the LISS data to confirm that, at least in the Netherlands, results are
consistent across these different objects of trust - the one slight difference is that trust in government is
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Table 1: Data sources, questions and time coverage

Data Question wording Response Years Waves
(with
trust)

BES (Britain) How much trust do you have | 1 (No trust) — 7 (A | 2014-2020 | 20 (16)

in Members of Parliament | great deal)
in general?

SHP (Switzerland) | How much confidence do | 0 (No confidence) — | 1999-2018 | 20 (14)

you have in the federal gov- | 10 (Full confidence)
ernment, if 0 means "no
confidence" and 10 means
"full confidence"?
LISS (Netherlands) | Can you indicate, on a scale | 0 (No confidence) — | 2007-2020 | 12 (12)
from 0 to 10, how much | 10 (Full confidence)
confidence you personally
have in each of the follow-
ing institutions? Govern-
ment /Parliament /Politicians
GLES (Germany) | Please state if you trust | 1 (I do not trust | 2016-2019 | 15 (6)
these institutions or mnot. | at all) — 5 (I fully
The Bundestag? trust)
USYP (United | How much of the time do | ([Just -  W2-3] | 1965-1997 | 4 (3)
States) you think you can trust the | About always,
government in Washington | Most of the time,
to do what is right - just | Only some of the
about always, most of the | time
time, or only some of the
time?
USVSG  (United | As above As above 2016-2019 | 4 (4)
States)
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the two US panel studies use the traditional American trust question, about “how much
of the time" respondents “trust the government in Washington to do what is right". It
is important to note that we rely on single item measures here. This has drawbacks in
terms of measurement error, which could be mitigated by multiple items fielded within
each panel wave. However, this means that our analysis is if anything a conservative
estimate of stability, since we would expect single item measures to be less stable over
time than multiple item measures (and this is indeed the case in other similar studies

(e.g Kustov et al., 2021)).

Empirical strategy

Our analysis comes in two parts. Our first strategy follows previous work (Ansolabehere
et al., 2008; Kustov et al., 2021; Prior, 2010) with intuitive illustrations of descriptive
stability over time. Here, we do this by showing the mean absolute change in individuals’
reported trust between the first and subsequent waves of each panel study, and the
percentage of respondents changing their response over time by one or more categories.
In Appendix B.1, we also provide Pearson’s correlations between individuals’ trust level in
each wave® and provide latent growth models which take into account individual variation
in change. Collectively, these strategies provide a comprehensive, descriptive indication

of how much individuals’ trust attitudes change over time.

Our second strategy asks how changing individual and political factors affect political
trust. Our intention is to explore to what extent trust is responsive to changing circum-
stances, rather than directly test theories of political trust as outlined in figure 1; if trust
is not responsive, it is likely more stable than volatile. First, we test the effects of key
demographics - age, education, income and work status - as well as associations with left-

right ideology and political interest. We do so using within-between models (Fairbrother,

a bit more volatile in the short term, but the difference is small and dissipates over time

3We focus on absolute changes here because the calculation of correlations is based on deviations
from the mean within each wave, which means that potential overall changes in trust levels within each
country over time are concealed in those calculations.
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2014) which decompose the effects into those that explain differences a) between indi-
viduals in the whole period and b) within the same individuals over time. This serves the
purpose of identifying whether individuals’ changes over the life course, such as education
or work status, are correlated with changes in political trust; if they are not, trust is more
likely to be stable. Finally, we ask whether political context affects trust. Given the large
literature on the winner-loser gap and trust boost following elections (e.g van der Meer &
Steenvoorden, 2018), we study the impact of incumbent turnover on citizens who identify
with the winning and losing parties, using impact functions which track the change in

trust before and after an event.

Results

Analysis 1: Attitude stability over time

In figure 2, we show the absolute mean change within individuals from the first wave
to each subsequent wave over time. Response scales are standardised between 0 and
1. This shows a remarkable amount of stability in all panels, with the exception of the
US Youth Panel. The average change between the first and last waves in Switzerland
(SHP), for instance, is just 0.15 over a period of 19 years (meaning an average change
of 1.5 on the original 0-10 scale). The absolute change from the first wave also does not
increase considerably over the course of the panels: the difference between the first and
second waves is very similar to the first and last waves. For instance, in the Netherlands
(LISS), the mean change between the first and second wave (13 months apart) is 0.11,
and 0.15 between the first and final wave (145 months). Apart from the US Youth Panel,
the greatest volatility is in Britain; the mean change from first to second wave (over
4 months) is 0.14, but from first to last (77 months) it is 0.17. This period was one
of intense political turmoil in the UK (with the Brexit referendum, its aftermath and

three general elections), indicating that trust is at least partly responsive to the changing
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political environment.

The USYP displays significant change, however. This panel is unique in that its first
wave was conducted when all but three respondents were 18 or 19 years old, following up
with them 17 and 32 years later. The volatility between the first and second wave is likely
due to the first interview being in youth or early adulthood: the mean absolute change
between the second and third waves of the USYP (conducted when most respondents
were 35 and 50 years old, respectively) is much lower and similar to the other panels.
To explore this explanation, in Appendix C, we disaggregate the sample of the Swiss
Household Panel study (the only other dataset in our study that includes respondents
under 18 years of age) into those under or over 16, 20 and 25 years old in the first wave.
These results, reported in Appendix figure 8, also show that the mean change is much
larger for those who are young in their first wave (i.e. under 16, 20 or 25) than for
those who are over those ages, and this is especially true for those under 16. As such,
these results seem to suggest that while trust is generally stable in adulthood, it may be
quite malleable in individuals’ formative years, lending support to generational theories
of political change. We suspect that the USYP values are to a large extent a product of
the age sampling, the longer time period, and the genuine change in trust levels in the

US during that period (from the 1965 to 1982).

In figure 3, we present the proportion of respondents that change their trust response and
by how many categories between the first, second, and last waves, on the original scales
of each panel study. This similarly shows remarkably high response stability. Even in
the British Election Study, the most volatile panel except for the US Youth Panel, 73%
of respondents changed their response by 1 or fewer categories between the first and last
wave, over a six year period (84% between the first and second). Very few respondents
in any of the panels changed by more than two categories on their respective scales, even
when those scales ranged from 0 to 10. This does not seem to change considerably the
longer time passes from the first wave; 58% change one or fewer categories in Switzerland

from the first to last wave, and 64% from the first to second wave. In all of the panels,
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Figure 2: Mean change between first and subsequent waves in 6 panel studies, 1965 —
2020

a majority of respondents change their response by 1 category at most between the first

and last waves of the panel.

In Appendix D, we also present the results of more complex latent growth models, which
allows us to visualise and accommodate the (variation in) individuals’ trajectories. These
models also decompose the general variation in political trust into within versus between
individual variation and show that the variation within individuals is only about one
third of the variation between individuals in each case. As our conclusions do not differ,

we restrict the main text to the more intuitive presentations in figures 2 and 3.
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Analysis 2: Individual and contextual changes are weakly related

to changes in trust

Changing individual circumstances

Whilst the descriptive analyses indicate stability, is trust responsive to changing circum-
stances? We first study the effect of changing individual circumstances; for instance,
is obtaining a university education or becoming more politically interested related to
changes in trust?? Our intention here is to understand if large changes to individuals’
lives are correlated with changing trust judgements, not necessarily to explain the sources
of trust. If they are not, this is evidence against the malleability of trust (see O’Grady,
2019, for a similar analysis of redistribution preferences). Of course, other changes in per-
sonal circumstances may affect levels of political trust (e.g individuals’ health, Mattila &
Rapeli, 2018) but we are limited here by measures consistently available cross countries
and over time in these data. ® To test this, we turn to multilevel within-between models
for change. These decompose the effect of a predictor into explaining the variation in
trust between individuals and the variation within individuals separately. To take into
account the multilevel structure, we include random intercepts for each individual and,
in the case of the SHP, for household (since respondents are sampled within households).
We also include a random slope for survey wave to accommodate individuals changing
differently over time. We provide more detailed discussion and defence of this modelling

choice in Appendix E.

In these models, we include basic demographics - sex, age, income, education, and work

status - and two attitudinal variables - political interest and self-reported left-right ideo-

4Note that in Appendix A.2 we provide within and between individual variation for education and
income in our data, to indicate that there is variation within individuals on these predictors. For instance,
in the BES, whilst the standard deviation of education is much higher between individuals (0.65), it is
0.18 within individuals. In terms of income, the within standard deviation is half that of the between
standard deviation.

5Qur variable selection does still correspond to the ‘stable’ end of figure 1, as they pertain to basic and
relatively slow-changing demographics; variables measuring more fluctuating factors are unfortunately
not consistently available in our data sets.
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logy. We do not think this is an exhaustive account of what might affect trust. There
are a huge range of potential individual-level causes of trust, such as (perceived) health
(Mattila & Rapeli, 2018), which we do not take into account. We do think, however,
that we include a range of variables that are hypothesised to have substantial effects on
trust — particularly left-right ideology, education, and political interest. In summary, we
claim simply that substantial changes in these variables, given their relevance, should
be correlated with changes in trust levels if it were responsive to changing individual

circumstances.

The results of these models are presented in figure 4. Note that sex has been removed
from the plot as in our data set there is very little variation over time. All outcomes
are standardised to 0-1 for comparability. The individual panel datasets are separated
by columns, with the red and blue coefficients indicating between and within effects,

respectively, for the variable on the Y axis.

Our core result is that the within-effects of all our included variables are either insignific-
ant or substantively small. In the majority of cases, the between-effect is substantively
larger; the exceptions are for age in Britain and being unemployed in Switzerland. Still,
significant life events, such as obtaining a University education, are insignificant or only
weakly related to changing levels of trust; in Britain, one may expect to become less
than 2% more trusting when obtaining a University education, or 5% less trusting when

becoming unemployed.

Only one within variable is consistently related to trust in significance and direction:
an individuals’ changing left-right ideology is positively related to trust in all countries
to similar magnitudes (0.008, 0.006 and 0.003 in the BES, LISS and SHP respectively).
Thus becoming more right-wing is associated with an increase in trust, but a relatively
small one. Becoming more politically interested is also consistently significantly related,
but with different effects in the three countries: it is negatively related in Britain, but
positively in Switzerland and the Netherlands. This interesting result is likely a result of

the political turmoil in Britain during the period covered.
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Figure 4: The within and between effects on political trust in three panel studies

Altogether, we observe that substantial changes to individuals’ income, education, ideo-

logy or political interest, amongst others, result in minimal changes to their levels of

political trust in these three countries.

We do, however, observe differences between

people. Our analysis here points to similar conclusions as in studies of other attitudes:

specifically that differences between individuals are likely deeply rooted and relatively

robust to changing individual circumstances (Margalit, 2013; O’Grady, 2019).
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Changing political context

Whilst changing individual circumstances seem to be only weakly correlated with changes
in political trust, it may be that trust instead responds to changing political contexts.
As has been noted, political trust is explicitly political and should therefore respond to
changing political contexts (Citrin & Stoker, 2018). Our case is the effect of incumbent
government turnover. Does losing incumbency status impact political trust? We test
this in the Netherlands, as this offers the biggest variation in incumbency status available
in our dataset.® Our independent variable indicates when respondents’ preferred party
leaves or enters a majority coalition government after an election, which we call ‘changing
incumbency status’.” Elections are often followed by aggregate changes in trust, in general
and conditional on winner-loser status. This is a most-likely situation in which to find

substantial, sudden changes in trust.

We present the results of this impact analysis in figure 5. They show that trust is
on average reduced by approximately 1 point (on an 11-point scale) when incumbency
status is lost. The gain in trust from acquiring incumbency status is both of a lower
magnitude and declines over time. This leads to a short ‘winner-loser gap’ which persists

for approximately a year, before closing again, and indeed reversing for a time.

This evidence points to some short-term volatility and reactions to the changing political
environment, and is consistent with the evidence on the winner-loser gap in support
following elections (e.g van der Meer & Steenvoorden, 2018). Yet it also shows that these

changes are still relatively small even in a most-likely situation, and appear to dissipate

6The executive in Switzerland operates with a grand coalition government of all parties whereas the
Conservative Party has led the UK government in the entire period covered by the data. In Appendix F,
we show trends in trust by Brexit identity in the UK, where supporters of ‘Remain’ had been considerably
more trusting than supporters of ‘Leave’ before the 2016 Brexit referendum, but that dynamic had
reversed by June 2020, with a sharp decline among both groups in the interim. Another obvious event
to explore is the 2008 financial recession. The SHP is the only one of our data sets that covers a period
before and after that event: there, overall trust levels did decline slightly from 5.67 (on a 0-10 scale) in
2008 to 5.40 in 2009, but they had recovered in 2011, to 5.76.

"Because the LISS data does not have party ID, we use recalled national vote. The data covers
the general elections of 2010, 2012 and 2017, with some incumbency change following each election.
Finally, to isolate the effect of the political context, we do not count those respondents who change their
partisanship to or from an incumbent party as gaining or losing incumbency status here, only those who
gained or lost it trough a change in government.
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Figure 5:
Impact function of losing an election on average levels of trust

after a short time. Seen in light of our previous evidence, this is evidence of short-term
volatility in the context of long-term stability. Whilst these small changes may have
large political consequences, the overall variation in trust that sudden events can explain

is minimal.

Discussion

Theories of political attitude formation assume some level of stability or volatility when
making claims about the explanatory power of particular determinants. If one is to say

that early-life socialisation is fundamental, that is to say that over the course of someone’s
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life we would not expect their levels of trust to change suddenly; if we believe in the po-
tent effect of political scandal, we might expect that, on the contrary, a single event
might fundamentally change someone’s trust judgements. The explanatory importance
we should accord to these theories thus depends on an attitude’s stability: whilst scan-
dalous political events, for instance, are important for many reasons, if they only affect
attitudes temporarily, we might attach less explanatory importance to them when ana-
lysing the nature, implications and long-term dynamics of attitudes. For this reason and
many others, understanding the consistency and stability of political attitudes has been

a long-standing effort in political science (e.g Key, 1961; Robinson, 1964).

The stability of political trust gets to the heart of the conceptual debate about whether
trust is a ‘diffuse’ (Easton, 1975) or ‘specific’ (Dalton, 2004; Norris, 2011) type of support;
whether it is a deep-seated reservoir of attachment or a fleeting judgement of temporary
outputs. It also helps us understand what to make of the generally low and, in many cases,
declining levels of trust across most democracies. Does it signify a crisis of legitimacy
for democratic systems, or a less fundamental dissatisfaction with its present outputs?
Relatedly, it speaks to if, to what extent and how political trust might be rebuilt - a
central policy objective of many governments and international bodies (Bouckaert, 2012;

Brezzi et al., 2021; OECD, 2017).

We have furthered that understanding in this paper using six panel studies in five coun-
tries conducted between 1965 and 2020; to our knowledge, the temporally and spatially
widest range of data applied to this question. We find that trust is stable in the medium-
to-long term and largely unresponsive to changing individual circumstances, but some-
what responsive to changing political environments in the short-to-medium term. How-
ever, we do also find that trust appears to be much more malleable in people’s formative
years, evidenced by the drastically different results from the United States Youth Panel

study and the greater volatility amongst young respondents in Switzerland.

What do these findings tell us about the nature of political trust and its role as an

accountability mechanism in representative democracy? Our normative conclusions de-
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pend on whether we see trust as evaluative or instead as a deep-seated commitment to
the political system. If trust is evaluative in nature, it is concerning that trust is so
stable, because that would seem to suggest that even if elected authorities do something
scandalous or perform very badly, citizens might not respond by substantially altering
their judgments of whether those authorities are trustworthy. Yet, our results suggest
that overall, citizens do tend to adjust their trust in authorities to the political context
in the short term. Perhaps such short-term adjustments are all that democracy needs for
accountability: citizens may well throw the rascals out in elections after a scandal, even
if their general trust judgements tend to recover in the following years. If trust is seen
as a ‘diffuse’ indicator of democratic legitimacy, and if it has indeed been declining over
time in many established democracies, our findings are rather troubling: they suggest
that this may reflect a more fundamental decline of legitimacy than an ephemeral phase
of dissatisfaction, and that rebuilding it will likely take a long time.® Overall, we would
suggest that trust reflects both a long-term ‘diffuse’ component of affective orientation
towards the regime and a short-term ‘specific’ component of more rational evaluations
of the authorities; whilst our findings show that the former dominates the latter, it does
not mean that the ‘specific’, evaluative component is irrelevant, as we return to shortly.
Overall, trust likely reflects both components, where its long-term trends and levels likely
reflect developments in diffuse orientations, whereas short-term variations primarily re-
flect evaluations of contemporary authorities. The extent to which different measures
of political trust may measure more and less diffuse components of trust would be a

worthwhile topic for future research.

Whilst our findings thus contribute to our fundamental understanding of political trust
- one of the attitudes most studied in political science - our contention is that they
also provide a fundamental insight into the nature of political attitudes more broadly.

While earlier work suggested that attitudes were not only quite malleable but potentially

81t is worth noting that the trust measures that we use (in line with other studies) are mostly measures
of trust in politicians, government or parliament broadly speaking: it is still plausible that citizens adjust
their evaluations of incumbent authorities even if their broader trust in political institutions is more
stable.
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meaningless (Zaller, 1992), we contribute to a spate of more recent work that suggests
quite the opposite: that political attitudes are quite stable over a long period of time,
and the primary determinants of individual’s attitudes likely lie in either their disposition,
early-life socialisation or both (Jennings et al., 2009). Indeed, our results are very similar
to studies on attitudes towards immigration and redistribution (Kiley & Vaisey, 2020;
Kustov et al., 2021; O’Grady, 2019). Although these attitudes are qualitatively different
to political trust, each are types of political judgements made by citizens and these
findings speak to how meaningful those judgements are and how they are formed. We
have advanced these prior studies in terms of breadth - by including trust - but also in

depth, by the range of data and empirical tests we have applied.

Although our findings suggest that trust is more stable than malleable, this does not
mean that contemporary factors - like policy delivery, scandals, or elections - do not
matter. Indeed, we have shown that elections do matter, and it might be that these
relatively small changes can have large political consequences, at least in the short term.
This may be the ‘specific’ component of trust, in which these short-term fluctuations act
to reinforce democratic accountability. Short-term shocks may also be very important
for shaping the long-term trust judgements of citizens in their youth at the time of those
events. We have also focused on averages: factors may have different impacts on different
people and may have more permanent influences on a subset of people than others, not
just depending on age. For instance, while overall levels of trust may be recovering in
Britain, they appear to be considerably higher among Leave supporters than before -
and lower for Remainers. We don’t think that these factors should be disregarded, only
that their effects should be seen in the context of longer-term overall stability (see, for

instance, Margalit, 2013).

We think that there is enormous potential for future research to build on this and others’
studies. In our view, the first priority should be to identify the factors which determine
whether an individual is likely to change their trust judgement. Figure 3 indicates that

some respondents do change substantially. What determines the variation? Are those
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more interested in politics more likely to alter their views, or are they more ideologically
constrained? Do socially marginalized groups have less stable trust levels than others?
Secondly, future work should study the longer term implications of short-term changes
in trust; for instance, do small changes in political trust lead individuals to shift party
allegiance, perhaps to anti-establishment parties? For now, however, this paper has
provided insights into the normative standing and theoretical determinants of political
trust - a quality seen as fundamental for good governance and social cooperation - with

broader implications for understanding political attitude formation.
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A Summary statistics (BES, LISS, SHP)
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A.1 Basic summary statistics

il



Table 2: Summary statistics: BES

Unique (#) Missing (%) Mean SD Min Median Max
Trust 8 38 30 15 1.0 3.0 7.0
Age 91 0 52.0 16.3 16.0 54.0 119.0
Education 4 15 23 0.7 1.0 2.0 3.0
Work status 5 0 2.1 1.2 1.0 1.0 4.0
Income 9 24 5.1 3.1 1.0 4.0 10.0
Left-Right 12 25 5.0 2.4 0.0 5.0 10.0
Political interest 4 22 23 0.7 1.0 2.0 3.0
Sex 3 0 1.5 0.5 1.0 2.0 2.0

Table 3: Summary statistics: LISS

Unique (#) Missing (%) Mean SD Min Median Max
Trust 11 0 48 20 0.0 5.0 10.0
Age 7 0 498 17.5 16.0 51.0 102.0
Education 4 0 20 04 1.0 2.0 3.0
Work status 5 0 2.1 1.2 1.0 1.0 4.0
Income 11 41 3.7 2.6 1.0 3.0 10.0
Left-Right 12 14 52 22 0.0 5.0 10.0
Political interest 3 0 20 06 1.0 2.0 3.0
Sex 3 0 1.5 0.5 1.0 2.0 2.0

Table 4: Summary statistics: SHP

Unique (#) Missing (%) Mean SD Min Median Max
Trust 12 62 57 21 0.0 6.0 10.0
Age 103 0 40.2 224 0.0 42.0 101.0
Education 4 7 1.9 08 1.0 2.0 3.0
Work status 5 22 1.9 1.0 1.0 2.0 4.0
Income 11 47 55 29 1.0 5.0 10.0
Left-Right 12 47 48 21 0.0 50 10.0
Political interest 4 39 20 07 1.0 2.0 3.0
Sex 2 0 1.5 0.5 1.0 2.0 2.0
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A.2 Within-between variation of chosen variables

A.2.1 Variation in trust

variable variation mean std min max obs

LISS overall 4.8 2.03 0.00 10.00 N = 68814

between 1.78 0.00 10.00 n = 14239
within 1.12 -1.80 12.40 T-bar = 7.78
BES overall 3.03 153 1.00 7.00 N = 394628
between 1.33 1.00 7.00 n=90714
within 0.83 -1.88 8.63 T-bar = 6.77
SHP overall 5.7 2.15  0.00 10.00 N = 95475
between 1.96 0.00 10.00 n = 19584
within 1.26 -2.63 13.60 T-bar = 8.52

A.2.2 Variation in explanatory variables

variable wvariation mean std min max obs

LISS overall 201 043 1.00 3.00 N = 68566

between 044 1.00 3.00 n = 14200
within 0.14 0.34 3.51 T-bar = 7.77
BES overall 232 0.68 1.00 3.00 N = 540411
between 0.65 1.00 3.00 n=91314
within 0.18 0.43 4.18 T-bar = 10.05
SHP overall 1.95 0.76 1.00 3.00 N = 235369
between 0.73 1.00 3.00 n = 33463
within 0.23 0.05 3.85 T-bar = 11.83

variable variation mean std min max obs

LISS overall 3.73 2.61 1.00 10.00 N = 40524

between 149 1.00 9.00 n = 9308
within 2.19 -2.27 943 T-bar — 7.14
BES overall 5.09  3.07 1.00 10.00 N = 482608
between 297 1.00 10.00 n = 81220
within 1.10 -3.27 13.59 T-bar = 10.05
SHP overall 549 2.88 1.00 10.00 N = 135636
between 2.72 1.00 10.00 n = 21677

within 1.25 -2.88 13.12 T-bar = 11.04




B Correlations across waves (all panels)

B.1 Correlations of trust over time

0 100 200 300 400
Month since first wave

Figure 6: Correlation between first and subsequent waves in 6 panel studies, 1965 — 2020
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Table 5: Correlations across waves: BES
1 4 8 14 15 16 27 28 29 34 39 40 41 52 62
1 1.00 0.71 0.70 0.69 NA 0.65 0.66 063 060 062 NA 059 NA NA 046 O
4 0.71 1.00 0.70 0.70 NA 065 0.66 0.64 0.61 0.62 NA 059 NA NA 050 0
8 0.70 0.70 1.00 0.71 NA 066 0.67 062 0.62 063 NA 061 NA NA 049 0
14 0.69 070 0.71 1.00 NA 070 0.67 063 0.63 065 NA 063 NA NA 048 0
15 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA ]
16 0.65 0.65 0.66 070 NA 1.00 0.68 064 0.63 066 NA 065 NA NA 048 0
27 0.66 0.66 0.67 0.67 NA 068 1.00 0.72 0.68 069 NA 065 NA NA 057 0
28 0.63 0.64 0.62 0.63 NA 064 0.72 1.00 0.74 0.67 NA 059 NA NA 052 0
29 0.60 0.61 0.62 0.63 NA 063 0.68 0.74 1.00 0.69 NA 0.66 NA NA 055 0
34 0.62 0.62 0.63 0.65 NA 066 0.69 0.67 0.69 1.00 NA 0.71 NA NA 057 0
39 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA ]
40 0.59 0.59 0.61 0.63 NA 065 0.65 0.59 0.66 0.71 NA 1.00 NA NA 053 0
41 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA ]
52 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA ]
62 0.46 050 0.49 048 NA 048 0.57 052 0.55 057 NA 053 NA NA 100 0
64 0.50 0.53 0.55 054 NA 054 0.58 0.58 0.59 0.58 NA 057 NA NA 068 1
70 0.51 0.51 0.51 051 NA 049 055 058 0.53 0.55 NA 054 NA NA 062 0
70.5 0.53 056 0.54 056 NA 055 0.57 059 0.59 0.60 NA 060 NA NA 063 0
71 0.51 052 0.53 054 NA 058 0.57 054 0.60 063 NA 063 NA NA 054 0
7 0.53 0.52 0.53 054 NA 056 0.57 050 0.59 0.61 NA 0.60 NA NA 051 0
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Table 6: Correlations across waves: SHP
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13
25
37
49

61
73
85
97
109

121
133
145
157
169

181
193
205
217
229

1.00
0.61
0.59
0.58
0.56

0.48
0.52
0.50
0.47
0.53

0.49
NA
0.49
NA
NA

0.46
NA
NA

0.47
NA

0.61
1.00
0.64
0.61
0.58

0.54
0.56
0.54
0.49
0.54

0.51
NA
0.52
NA
NA

0.49
NA
NA

0.48
NA

0.59
0.64
1.00
0.64
0.61

0.54
0.56
0.54
0.51
0.55

0.52
NA
0.51
NA
NA

0.49
NA
NA

0.50
NA

0.58
0.61
0.64
1.00
0.66

0.59
0.60
0.57
0.55
0.59

0.56
NA
0.55
NA
NA

0.53
NA
NA

0.51
NA

0.56
0.58
0.61
0.66
1.00

0.62
0.63
0.59
0.57
0.60

0.57
NA
0.56
NA
NA

0.54
NA
NA

0.52
NA

0.48
0.54
0.54
0.59
0.62

1.00
0.64
0.62
0.59
0.55

0.55
NA
0.52
NA
NA

0.51
NA
NA

0.48
NA

0.52
0.56
0.56
0.60
0.63

0.64
1.00
0.67
0.63
0.61

0.59
NA
0.58
NA
NA

0.56
NA
NA

0.55
NA

0.50
0.54
0.54
0.57
0.59

0.62
0.67
1.00
0.66
0.59

0.60
NA
0.58
NA
NA

0.54
NA
NA

0.52
NA

0.47
0.49
0.51
0.55
0.57

0.59
0.63
0.66
1.00
0.61

0.59
NA
0.57
NA
NA

0.53
NA
NA

0.52
NA

0.53
0.54
0.55
0.59
0.60

0.55
0.61
0.59
0.61
1.00

0.66
NA
0.62
NA
NA

0.60
NA
NA

0.56
NA

0.49
0.51
0.52
0.56
0.57

0.55
0.59
0.60
0.59
0.66

1.00
NA
0.65
NA
NA

0.61
NA
NA

0.57
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

0.49
0.52
0.51
0.55
0.56

0.52
0.58
0.58
0.57
0.62

0.65
NA
1.00
NA
NA

0.65
NA
NA

0.62
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA
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NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
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Table 7: Correlations across waves: LISS
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13
25
37
49

61
73
97

109
121

133
145

1.00
0.66
0.65
0.53
0.55

0.59
0.57
0.56
0.57
0.56

0.58
0.52

0.66 0
1.00 0
0.71 1
0.59 0
0.57 0

0.60 0
0.58 0
0.60 0
059 0
0.58 0

0.60 0
0.57 0

.65 0.53
710.59
.00 0.60
.60 1.00
.61 0.66

.65 0.58
.64 0.59
.65 0.58
.64 0.57
.61 0.58

.64 0.59
59 0.52

0.55
0.57
0.61
0.66
1.00

0.64
0.67
0.64
0.64
0.64

0.66
0.61

0.59
0.60
0.65
0.58
0.64

1.00
0.75
0.71
0.71
0.69

0.70
0.65

0.57
0.58
0.64
0.59
0.67

0.75
1.00
0.77
0.74
0.73

0.72
0.69

0.56
0.60
0.65
0.58
0.64

0.71
0.77
1.00
0.77
0.75

0.75
0.73

0.57
0.59
0.64
0.57
0.64

0.71
0.74
0.77
1.00
0.76

0.76
0.75

0.56
0.58
0.61
0.58
0.64

0.69
0.73
0.75
0.76
1.00

0.80
0.76

0.58
0.60
0.64
0.59
0.66

0.70
0.72
0.75
0.76
0.80

1.00
0.80

0.52
0.57
0.59
0.52
0.61

0.65
0.69
0.73
0.75
0.76

0.80
1.00
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Table 8: Correlations across waves: GLES

1 ) g§ 10 10,5 11 12 125 13 18 26 32 38 43

48

1 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
) NA 100 NA NA NA NA NA NA 070 0.68 0.66 NA 0.68 NA
8 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
10 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
1050 NA NA NA NA 1.00 NA NA NA 069 065 0.64 NA 066 NA

11 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
12 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
125 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
13 NA 070 NA NA 069 NA NA NA 1.00 0.70 0.70 NA 0.70 NA
18 NA 068 NA NA 065 NA NA NA 070 1.00 0.69 NA 0.70 NA

26 NA 066 NA NA 064 NA NA NA 070 069 1.00 NA 0.72 NA
32 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
383 NA 068 NA NA 066 NA NA NA 070 070 0.72 NA 1.00 NA
43 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
48 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

Table 9: Correlations across waves: USVSG

trustgovt 2016 trustgovt 2017 trustgovt 2018 trustgovt 2019

trustgovt 2016 1.00 0.35 0.33 0.29
trustgovt 2017 0.35 1.00 0.45 0.43
trustgovt 2018 0.33 0.45 1.00 0.48
trustgovt 2019 0.29 0.43 0.48 1.00

Table 10: Correlations across waves: USYP

trust6b trust82 trust97

trust6s 1.00 0.14 0.11
trust&2 0.14 1.00 0.25
trust97 0.11 0.25 1.00

X



B.2 Correlations of political interest over time



Table 11: Political interest correlations across waves: LISS

1 13 25 37 49 61 73 97 109 121 133 145
1 1.00 0.62 0.61 0.60 0.58 0.57 0.57 0.58 0.57 0.57 0.57 0.53
13 062 1.00 0.64 064 061 0.59 0.59 058 0.59 0.57 0.56 0.53
25 0.61 0.64 1.00 0.65 0.64 0.62 0.62 0.59 0.62 0.60 0.59 0.54
37 0.60 064 065 1.00 0.69 066 0.66 0.64 0.65 0.64 0.62 0.58
49 0.58 0.61 064 069 1.00 0.68 0.66 0.63 0.63 0.65 0.59 0.58
61 0.57 059 062 0.66 0.68 1.00 0.68 0.64 0.65 0.65 0.61 0.58
73 0.57 059 062 0.66 0.66 0.68 1.00 0.65 0.66 0.66 0.62 0.59
97 058 0.58 059 0.64 063 0.64 0.6 1.00 0.66 0.67 0.65 0.62
109 0.57 0.59 0.62 0.65 0.63 0.65 0.66 0.66 1.00 0.70 0.66 0.63
121 0.57 0.57 0.60 0.64 065 0.65 0.66 0.67 0.70 1.00 0.69 0.64
133 0.57 056 0.59 062 0.59 061 0.62 065 0.66 0.69 1.00 0.65
145 0.53 0.53 0.54 0.58 0.58 0.58 0.59 0.62 0.63 0.64 0.65 1.00
Table 12: Political interest correlations across waves: BES
1 4 8 14 15 16 27 28 29 34 39 40 41 52 62 64 70 705 71 77
1 1.00 072 072 0.69 NA 067 0.67 0.66 NA 066 065 NA 064 064 061 062 061 NA 062 061
4072 1.00 074 071 NA 070 0.69 068 NA 068 067 NA 066 0.65 063 064 062 NA 063 0.62
8 072 074 1.00 071 NA 071 0.70 0.69 NA 068 067 NA 0.66 066 0.63 065 062 NA 065 0.62
14 069 071 071 1.00 NA 0.71 070 069 NA 069 0.69 NA 067 0.67 064 064 063 NA 065 0.62
15 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
16 067 070 071 071 NA 100 070 070 NA 0.69 070 NA 070 0.68 0.65 066 0.65 NA 0.67 0.63
97 0.67 0.69 070 0.70 NA 070 1.00 0.76 NA 0.72 072 NA 070 0.69 0.67 0.69 0.66 NA 0.68 0.64
28 0.66 0.68 0.69 0.60 NA 070 0.76 1.00 NA 0.73 073 NA 072 070 0.68 0.68 0.67 NA 0.69 0.64
29 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
34 0.66 0.68 068 060 NA 0.69 072 073 NA 1.00 075 NA 072 071 0.68 0.69 068 NA 069 0.65
39 0.65 0.67 067 0.60 NA 070 0.72 073 NA 075 1.00 NA 075 072 070 070 071 NA 071 0.68
40 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
41 064 066 066 0.67 NA 070 070 072 NA 0.72 075 NA 1.00 072 070 0.70 070 NA 0.73 0.68
52 0.64 0.65 066 0.67 NA 0.68 0.69 070 NA 071 072 NA 072 1.00 072 0.72 070 NA 0.72 0.69
62 0.61 0.63 0.63 064 NA 065 067 068 NA 068 070 NA 070 072 1.00 0.75 0.73 NA 0.73 0.71
64 062 0.64 065 064 NA 0.66 0.69 0.68 NA 069 070 NA 070 072 0.75 1.00 072 NA 074 0.71
70 0.61 0.62 062 0.63 NA 0.65 0.66 0.67 NA 068 071 NA 070 070 0.73 072 1.00 NA 075 0.71
705 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
71 0.62 0.63 065 0.65 NA 0.67 0.68 0.69 NA 069 071 NA 073 072 073 074 075 NA 1.00 0.73
77 0.61 0.62 062 0.62 NA 0.63 064 064 NA 065 068 NA 068 069 071 071 071 NA 073 1.00

x1



Table 13: Political interest correlations

across waves: SHP
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13
25
37
49
61
73
85
97
109

121
133
145
157
169
181
193
205
217
229

1.00
0.68
0.65
0.66
0.64
0.63
0.61
0.63
0.61
0.61

0.59
0.61
0.62
0.60
0.60

0.60
0.58
0.59
0.60
0.57

0.68
1.00
0.68
0.67
0.66

0.64
0.63
0.63
0.63
0.62

0.60
0.59
0.60
0.59
0.60

0.60
0.60
0.59
0.59
0.57

0.65
0.68
1.00
0.68
0.68

0.64
0.63
0.64
0.62
0.61

0.61
0.60
0.59
0.58
0.59

0.58
0.59
0.59
0.58
0.57

0.66
0.67
0.68
1.00
0.70

0.68
0.66
0.66
0.65
0.62
0.62
0.63
0.61
0.61
0.60

0.61
0.61
0.61
0.61
0.58

0.64
0.66
0.68
0.70
1.00

0.70
0.67
0.69
0.67
0.65

0.66
0.65
0.65
0.64
0.64

0.64
0.63
0.64
0.63
0.60

0.63
0.64
0.64
0.68
0.70

1.00
0.71
0.70
0.67
0.66
0.65
0.65
0.64
0.62
0.62

0.62
0.63
0.62
0.62
0.61

0.61 0.63
0.63 0.63
0.63 0.64
0.66 0.66
0.67 0.69

0.71 0.70
1.00 0.72
0.72  1.00
0.68 0.72
0.67 0.69

0.65 0.68
0.65 0.67
0.65 0.67
0.64 0.66
0.63 0.66

0.63 0.64
0.63 0.66
0.63 0.65
0.62 0.64
0.62 0.63

0.61
0.63
0.62
0.65
0.67

0.67
0.68
0.72
1.00
0.70

0.68
0.68
0.68
0.67
0.67

0.66
0.66
0.65
0.65
0.63

0.61
0.62
0.61
0.62
0.65

0.66
0.67
0.69
0.70
1.00

0.71
0.69
0.68
0.67
0.67

0.66
0.66
0.67
0.65
0.64

0.59
0.60
0.61
0.62
0.66

0.65
0.65
0.68
0.68
0.71

1.00
0.72
0.71
0.70
0.69

0.68
0.68
0.68
0.66
0.65

0.61
0.59
0.60
0.63
0.65
0.65
0.65
0.67
0.68
0.69

0.72
1.00
0.72
0.71
0.71

0.69
0.69
0.70
0.69
0.69

0.62
0.60
0.59
0.61
0.65

0.64
0.65
0.67
0.68
0.68

0.71
0.72
1.00
0.74
0.73

0.73
0.70
0.70
0.70
0.69

0.60
0.59
0.58
0.61
0.64

0.62
0.64
0.66
0.67
0.67

0.70
0.71
0.74
1.00
0.75

0.72
0.72
0.73
0.70
0.71

0.60
0.60
0.59
0.60
0.64

0.62
0.63
0.66
0.67
0.67

0.69
0.71
0.73
0.75
1.00

0.75
0.74
0.73
0.72
0.71

0.60
0.60
0.58
0.61
0.64

0.62
0.63
0.64
0.66
0.66
0.68
0.69
0.73
0.72
0.75

1.00
0.72
0.72
0.72
0.71

0.58
0.60
0.59
0.61
0.63

0.63
0.63
0.66
0.66
0.66
0.68
0.69
0.70
0.72
0.74

0.72
1.00
0.75
0.72
0.73

0.59
0.59
0.59
0.61
0.64

0.62
0.63
0.65
0.65
0.67
0.68
0.70
0.70
0.73
0.73

0.72
0.75
1.00
0.74
0.74

0.60
0.59
0.58
0.61
0.63

0.62
0.62
0.64
0.65
0.65
0.66
0.69
0.70
0.70
0.72

0.72
0.72
0.74
1.00
0.75

0.57
0.57
0.57
0.58
0.60

0.61
0.62
0.63
0.63
0.64
0.65
0.69
0.69
0.71
0.71

0.71
0.73
0.74
0.75
1.00
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B.3 Mean changes across waves for different measures of trust

(LISS)

Figure 7 shows mean absolute changes in trust responses across waves for five different
measures of trust. Whilst trust in government changes slightly more in the first part of
the period, the difference is small and dissipates over time. Similarly, trust in parliament
is perhaps most stable overall whereas trust in the European Parliament is overall least
stable, but the differences are of a magnitude of only about 0.02 (representing a mean
change of about 0.2 on the original 0-10 scale). This supports the idea of relative stability,

even across trust objects, although

Mean absolute change between the first wave and subsequent waves for different objects
Panel: LISS

0.16 o o

@ Variable

. ) D European Parliament
. ®  Government

® O ®  Parliament

o L

. . . ® Poltical Parties

. Politicians

0.14

P Mean absolute change
e 011
® 012
@® o013
012 @ @ o014
) [ @ o5
° @ o

Average change since first wave (scaled 0-1)
o
o
@
o
®

50 100 150
Months since first wave

Figure 7: Mean change between first and subsequent waves for different confidence vari-
ables in LISS
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C Mean change by age in the SHP

In the main analysis, we saw that the US Youth Panel was an outlier (figures 2 and 3). We
suggested this was likely primarily due to the first wave being conducted amongst teen-
agers and those attitudes are less stable than amongst adults. To explore this, we repeated
the mean change analysis separating by age at the first wave in the SHP (Switzerland).

We chose the SHP because it is the longest panel that also interviewed teenagers.

The results are in figure 8. This shows three comparisons: between those under and
over 16, under and over 20, and under and over 25. What we see is far more volatility,
increasing over time, when the respondent was interviewed in their youth, and this is

particularly large for those under 16.

These results give us confidence that the volatility in the USYP is likely due to the age
of inclusion, even if that is exacerbated by the genuine collapse in trust in the US from
the 1960s. More importantly, this provides strong evidence in favour of the socialisation

effect for trust formation.

Xiv



Average change since first wave (scaled 0-1)
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Figure 8: Mean change over time by age in first survey (SHP)
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D Latent growth models

Latent growth models (LGMs) allow us to parsimoniously quantify how much trust
changes for each individual over time and compare it with variation between individuals.
Given the requirement of relatively long panels, both in time and number of waves, we

restrict this analysis to the LISS, BES and SHP panels.

As an indication of the variation between and within individuals within these panels, we
decompose the variance into overall, between and within variation in table 14. There is
greater variation between individuals than within them; around one third higher in each

case.

Table 14: Decomposed variation of trust variables in three panels
panel variation mean std min max obs
LISS overall 4.8 2.03 0.00 10.00 N = 68814

between 1.78 0.00 10.00 n = 14239
within 1.12 -1.80 1240 T-bar = 7.78
BES  overall 3.03 153 1.00 7.00 N = 394628
between 1.33 1.00 7.00 n=90714
within 0.83 -1.88 8.63 T-bar = 6.77
SHP overall 5.7 2.15 0.00 10.00 N = 95475
between 1.96 0.00 10.00 n = 19584
within 1.26 -2.63 13.60 T-bar = 8.52

We present the relevant results of the latent growth models in figure 9. This figure shows
the change in trust for all individuals in each sample in grey, with the red line indicating
the mean change. Along the X axis is the number of waves, and on the Y axis the levels
of trust on their respective original scales. Note that for the BES, we have kept only 10
waves as few respondents completed all waves, and the observations drop substantially

after 10 completed waves.

Within all three countries, individuals change at similar rates. The variation in the
rates of change is low (between 0.005 and 0.014), albeit statistically significant. However,
individuals have very different starting points: the variation here is between 1.8 and 2.4.

Individuals differ remarkably in their baseline levels of trust, but change minimally and

xXvi



very similarly over time.

LISS BES SHP

10.0

4
5.0
CR—
2.5
~ 2 =
0.0 = 1 — 0.0
Wave1 Waveb Wave10 Wave1 Waveb Wave10 Wave1Wave5 Wave10 Wave15 Wave2Q

Wave

Figure 9: The rate of change in three panel studies

Over time, individuals are likely to provide consistent answers to questions about how
much they trust political institutions or actors. Even over very long periods of time,
people are likely to provide much the same answer today as they did when they were
first asked long ago. Moreover, there is minimal variation in individuals’ rates of change,
suggesting that most people change in similar ways. Overall, whilst there are clearly
those who do change trust judgements substantially, the majority of respondents display

consistent and stable responses.
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E Robustness tests for within-between models

Alternative models

Table 15 presents models pooling the within-between effects with standard errors clustered
by individual (and household for the SHP) and with fixed effects (for individual and indi-
vidual and house for the SHP). There are multiple potential reasons why the fixed effects
differ from those that are presented. The ones presented had random instead of fixed ef-
fects and, importantly, take into account individuals changing differently over time (i.e.,
a random slope on time). In addition, the below models do not include wave (time) as
a fixed effect, but as standard errors. Still, the results do not substantially alter our
conclusions. For instance, gaining University education in the BES is associated with a
0.043 increase on a 0-1 scale, or 4%; the coefficient for the pooled model is 0.07 (7%),
which is similar to the between-effect in the models presented in the main text. As such,
our broader conclusions remain even if the point estimate changes between estimation

strategies.

Table 16 presents results from models with a random slope for time (Cols 1-3) and those
without (4-6). Cols 1-3 are the ones that are presented in the main text. ANOVA
tests (included in the replication code) indicate that the simpler models are a better fit,
however, for theoretical reasons (i.e., we do expect that individuals change differently
over time, particularly given the LGM results) we keep the more complex models. That
said, table 16 indicates our results do not change if we opt for the simpler model. The
only result that changes meaningfully is the coefficient for ‘University: Within’ in the
BES, which is significant and slightly stronger (p = 0.1, 5 = 0.017, rather than 0.014) in
the simpler model. However, this change in coefficient is minimal and at a weak level of

significance. All other results are consistent.
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Table 15: Pooled and fixed-effects OLS models predicting political trust

Political trust

LISS SHP BES LISS (FEs) SHP (FEs) BES (FEs)
(1) (2) (3) 4) ©) (6)
Age —0.001*  —0.00005 —0.0003  —0.004*** 0.001 —0.009*
(0.001) (0.0004) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.005)
Education: Medium 0.026 0.017* 0.027 0.008 —0.019** 0.016
(0.022) (0.009) (0.019) (0.020) (0.007) (0.015)
Education: University 0.088*** 0.029*** 0.072** 0.017 —0.027* 0.043**
(0.028) (0.010) (0.021) (0.019) (0.008) (0.019)
Work status: Student —0.008 0.050*** —0.016 —0.0002 0.018** 0.019
(0.020) (0.014) (0.053) (0.015) (0.009) (0.028)
Work status: Retired 0.028** 0.037*** 0.003 0.001 0.018** 0.006
(0.014) (0.009) (0.014) (0.007) (0.003) (0.009)
Work status: Unemployed/Other —0.012 —0.003 —0.031* 0.001 0.008** —0.001
(0.014) (0.009) (0.016) (0.008) (0.004) (0.012)
Income —0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.0002 —0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.0005) (0.001) (0.001)
Left right 0.002 0.001 0.012* 0.005** 0.003* 0.009**
(0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) (0.001) (0.003)
Political interest: Fairly interested — 0.053** 0.041*** 0.126*** 0.018*** 0.017** 0.042%*
(0.012) (0.007) (0.023) (0.004) (0.004) (0.012)
Political interest: Very interested 0.039** 0.056*** 0.152*** 0.009 0.028*** 0.044**
(0.016) (0.010) (0.024) (0.007) (0.006) (0.013)
Female 0.021* 0.005 0.038™**
(0.011) (0.007) (0.013)
Constant 0.433" 0.502*** 0.064
(0.044) (0.029) (0.050)
Observations 9,733 30,931 8,426 9,733 30,931 8,426
R? 0.023 0.017 0.049 0.687 0.618 0.634
Note: *p<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01

Cols 1-3, Standard errors clustered by individual and wave; Cols 4-6 fixed effects
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Table 16: Comparing models with a random slope for time and without

Political trust

LISS SHP BES LISS SHP BES
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Age: Within 0.008* —0.007**  —0.052*** 0.008* —0.006*  —0.049***
(0.004) (0.003) (0.004) (0.005) (0.003) (0.004)
Age: Between —0.001* —0.0004 —0.0001 —0.001 —0.0004 —0.0001
(0.001) (0.0004) (0.001) (0.001) (0.0004) (0.001)
Income: Within 0.0004 —0.0002 0.001 0.001 0.0002 0.0002
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Income: Between 0.003 0.001 0.002 0.003 0.001 0.002
(0.005) (0.002) (0.003) (0.005) (0.002) (0.003)
Medium Educ: Within 0.011 —0.016** —0.001 0.011 —0.013* —0.003
(0.022) (0.008) (0.008) (0.020) (0.008) (0.008)
Medium Educ: Between 0.035 0.016* 0.022 0.041* 0.016* 0.022
(0.024) (0.009) (0.017) (0.025) (0.009) (0.017)
University: Within 0.015 —0.021** 0.017* 0.022 —0.017* 0.014

University: Between
Student: Within
Student: Between
Retired; Within
Retired: Between
Unemployed; Within
Unemployed: Between
Left-right: Within
Left-right: Between

Fairly interested: Within

Fairly Interested: Between

Very interested: Within

Very Interested: Between

(0.031)  (0.010)  (0.010) (0.027)  (0.009)  (0.009)
0.080"*  0.020™*  0.067**  0.100**  0.030"*  0.065***
(0.029)  (0.010)  (0.018) (0.030)  (0.010)  (0.018)

—0.014 0.008 0.049* —0.004 0.008 0.055*
(0.019)  (0.008)  (0.027) (0.017)  (0.008)  (0.025)
—0.019  0.057*  —0.154 —0.001  0.058"*  —0.151
(0.068)  (0.023)  (0.134) (0.069)  (0.022)  (0.134)
~0.006  0.019" 0.010 0.001  0.018*  0.010
(0.008)  (0.004)  (0.009) (0.007)  (0.004)  (0.008)
0.044*  0.050*** 0.011 0.037  0.049**  0.010
(0.021)  (0.016)  (0.019) (0.021)  (0.016)  (0.019)
—0.003  0.008" 0.007 0.0004 0.007* 0.005
(0.007)  (0.004)  (0.009) (0.007)  (0.004)  (0.009)
—0.009  —0.002  —0.047*  —0.017  —0.001  —0.049"

(0.017)  (0.015)  (0.025) (0.018)  (0.015)  (0.024)
0.006**  0.003"*  0.008"*  0.005**  0.003**  0.008"**
(0.001)  (0.001)  (0.002) (0.001)  (0.001)  (0.002)
0.004 0.0001  0.013* 0.002 0.0002  0.013**
(0.003)  (0.002)  (0.003) (0.003)  (0.002)  (0.003)
0.015"*  0.015™*  —0.021"**  0.018"**  0.016"*  —0.020"**
(0.006)  (0.003)  (0.004) (0.006)  (0.003)  (0.005)
0.101**  0.082"*  0.205**  0.101***  0.081**  0.208"**
(0.021)  (0.012)  (0.039) (0.022)  (0.012)  (0.039)
0.008 0.024**  —0.026"*  0.009  0.027**  —0.027"
(0.007)  (0.004)  (0.004) (0.007)  (0.004)  (0.004)
0.083**  0.092°*  0.256**  0.079**  0.092**  0.257***
(0.024)  (0.012)  (0.036) (0.024)  (0.012)  (0.036)

Sex 0.020* 0.010 0.030** 0.026** 0.010 0.030**
(0.011) (0.007) (0.013) (0.011) (0.007) (0.013)
Wave —0.013** 0.008** 0.015%* —0.013**  0.007** 0.014**
(0.005) (0.003) (0.001) (0.005) (0.003) (0.001)
Constant 0.450*** 0.414** —0.132** 0.435*** 0.421*** —0.123**
(0.062) (0.039) (0.056) (0.064) (0.039) (0.055)
Observations 9,736 30,938 12,087 9,736 30,938 12,087
Note: *p<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01

Cols 1-3, with time slope; Cols 4-6 without time slope
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Model convergence

These complex models often pose convergence problems. This is the case for these models.
To check that this does not pose issues for the results, the replication code checks for
i) singularity ii) gradient and iii) variation across optimisers. There are no concerns
raised by these robustness tests, and across most optimisers, convergence is achieved

with identical results.
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F Brexit effect in Britain

Britain shows the most volatility of our three core panels, so we turn our focus to that
case in figure 10. We separate the sample by reported (intended and recalled) ‘Leave’
and ‘Remain’ vote in the 2016 Brexit referendum, a principle if not fundamental divide
in Britain during this period. We overlay three key events: the referendum, the 2017
General Election, and the 2019 General Election. Unfortunately, there is a gap in the
time series where trust was not asked. Still, we can see that there is considerable volatility
and change: the average trust levels of Leave voters increased approximately 2 points,
from 1.25 to 3.25, between just 4 waves (March 2019 to December 2019). This period was
marked by the failure of the Government’s European Union withdrawal bill in Parliament
in March 2019, Boris Johnson’s Conservative Party’s election victory in December, and
the guarantee of leaving the EU in the following January, followed by the onset of the
Covid-19 pandemic. This indicates that political trust has responded to the political
turmoil of this period in Britain, but it remains to be seen how permanent those effects
may be - indeed, despite these group differences, the average trust levels at the beginning

and end of the period are not dissimilar (around 3.1 and 3.0, respectively).
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Figure 10:

Impact of Brexit on political trust
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