
 

 

 

TRUEDEM: Trust in European Democracies 

2023-2025 

European Commission Grant No 101095237 

 

 

 

SOCIAL MEDIA INFLUENCING POLITICAL 

ATTITUDES: THE INTERMEDIARY ROLE OF TRUST 

 

 
Deliverable number: D6.2 

Due date: 30 September 2024 

Submission date: 25 March 2025 

Type: REPORT  

Dissemination Level: PU (PUBLIC) 

Work Package: WP6: Social media and political trust: democracy backing or 

democracy destabilization 

Lead Beneficiary: UKBA 

Contributing Beneficiaries: All partners 

Authors: Pavol Baboš, Aneta Világi 

 
Purpose and scope of the deliverable: 

The objective of D6.2 is to analyse the link between social media and political 

trustworthiness. The original description of D6.2 aimed for an experimental study of online 

political participation. However, the change of Meta’s algorithms prevented us from 

realization of the original field experiment (force majour). Thus, we perform analysis of 27 

EU member states over three years to study impact of social media on citizen’s ability to 

make rational judgments on political trust. We found that both the consumption of social 

media and political elite’s abuse of social media to spread disinformation is lessening the 

citizens ability to make rational and unbiased decisions on political trust.  

 

Cite this paper: 

Baboš, P., Világi, A. (2025). Social media influencing political attitudes: the intermediary 

role of trust. Working paper no 6.2. TRUEDEM: Trust in European Democracies Project 

(www.truedem.eu).  

http://www.truedem.eu/


 

2 

 

www.truedem.eu 

Table of Contents  

Preface ............................................................................................................................................. 3 
Project summary ................................................................................................................................ 3 
Annotation of the Deliverable (D6.2) .................................................................................................. 3 

1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 4 

2 Theory ...................................................................................................................................... 5 
2.1 The Concept of Political Trustworthiness .................................................................................. 5 

2.1.1 The role of media in the trustworthiness model ............................................................................... 6 
2.2 Trustworthiness and Social Media ............................................................................................ 6 

3 Concepts, Methods, and Data ................................................................................................ 8 
3.1 Individual-Level Data ................................................................................................................. 9 

3.1.1 Political Trustworthiness .................................................................................................................. 9 
3.1.2 Social Media .................................................................................................................................. 10 
3.1.3 Control Variables ........................................................................................................................... 11 

3.2 Macro-Level Data .................................................................................................................... 11 

4 Results .................................................................................................................................... 12 
4.1 Results: Descriptive Statistics ................................................................................................. 12 
4.2 Results 2: What Affects Trustworthiness? ............................................................................... 15 

5 Discussion .............................................................................................................................. 17 

6 Conclusion ............................................................................................................................. 19 

7 References: ............................................................................................................................ 20 
 

 

 

  

http://www.truedem.eu/


 

3 

 

www.truedem.eu 

Preface 

Project summary 

TRUEDEM is a 3-year multinational research project funded by the Horizon program of the 

European Commission with several core objectives. TRUEDEM aims to design and implement a 

complex research effort to collect comprehensive evidence on the perceptions of trust and 

judgments of trustworthiness in a range of European states. The project will create a robust and 

comprehensive knowledge base on long-term dynamics and predictors of trust in political 

institutions of representative democracy (parties, executives, parliaments, judiciary etc.) in the EU. 

TRUEDEM will examine the role of new patterns of electoral behaviour, impact of socioeconomic 

transformations, the erosion of old and emergence of new political cleavages for the inclusiveness, 

representativity and legitimacy in European democracies, and political trust. TRUEDEM will 

identify strategies to address the demands and needs of citizens expressed via both electoral and 

non-electoral forms of political participation as means to enhance active engagement and inclusion 

and thus booster inclusive and responsive decision-making and governance in Europe. TRUEDEM 

will distinguish clusters of values that can hinder or foster pro-democratic values and attitudes and 

thus contribute to the barriers and opportunities to re-invigorating and enhancing representative 

democratic systems. Finally, TRUEDEM will develop a comprehensive and transparent toolbox of 

policy interventions including recommendations, toolkits and methodologies for enhancing trust in 

political institutions, boosting transparency inclusiveness of representative systems. TRUEDEM is 

coordinated in Austria with partners in Czechia, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, Romania, 

Slovakia, Slovenia, Sweden, and Ukraine. The three-year program runs from January 2023 to 

December 2025. 

Annotation of the Deliverable (D6.2) 

This document is part of the work package 6 (Social media and political trust: democracy backing 

or democracy destabilization), led by (UKBA-SK and Pavol Baboš). This research investigates the 

impact of social media on perceptions of political trustworthiness, emphasizing the distinction 

between political trust and trustworthiness. The study's central question examines how intensive 

social media use influences citizens' capacity to assess political trustworthiness based on objective 

evidence. Utilizing Eurobarometer survey data from 2021 to 2023, the report employs multi-level 

regression models to link individual political attitudes with country-level performance indicators, 

including economic measures and COVID-19 management outcomes. Key findings suggest that 

increased social media usage correlates with diminished trustworthiness judgments due to factors 

such as algorithm-driven echo chambers, selective exposure, and misinformation proliferation. The 

study also concludes that the subjective perception of governmental performance during the 

pandemic proved more influential than objective measures, highlighting a disconnect between 

actual governance and public opinion. The report is structured into several sections addressing the 

theoretical foundations, methodological approaches, and empirical findings, concluding with 

implications for democratic governance. It advocates for enhanced media literacy, algorithm 

transparency, and reinforcement of traditional media to counteract the adverse effects of social 

media on public trustworthiness.  
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1 Introduction 

The rise of new social and alternative media raises critical questions about their ultimate impact on 

democracy. Independent media can fulfil an essential public service by disseminating information 

on current events and political issues, thereby keeping citizens informed. Scholars have extensively 

analysed the role of legacy and social media in shaping citizens’ trust in democratic systems and 

political institutions through mechanisms such as information provision, priming, and framing 

(Ottati, Wilson & Lambert, 2016; Citrin & Stoker 2018; Kananovich, 2022).   

Political trust, commonly defined as citizens' confidence in the integrity, competence, and fairness 

of political actors and institutions, has long been a central focus in political science (Barber, 1983; 

Rose-Ackerman, 2001; Seyd, 2024). However, there is a pressing need to shift this focus toward 

examining political trustworthiness. Unlike trust which reflects subjective perception, political 

trustworthiness brings into the picture the objective performance of political institutions and thus 

presents itself as a more objective measure. It assesses whether political institutions and leaders 

genuinely act in a manner that merits public trust. This concept encompasses the ethical and 

competent fulfilment of fiduciary responsibilities by those in power, with trustworthy authorities 

expected to demonstrate integrity, fairness, and efficiency. By prioritizing trustworthiness, scholars 

can gain deeper insights into the mechanisms underlying democratic accountability. This 

perspective challenges the assumption that trust is inherently beneficial and underscores the risks 

of "over-trusting" corrupt or incompetent leaders. 

Trustworthiness emphasizes the principal-agent relationship and judgments assessing whether 

leaders and institutions fulfil their obligations to act in the interest of their clients. Trustworthiness 

is monitored by performance indices. This approach distinguishes between rational trust and 

mistrust, which strengthens accountability, and affective trust and mistrust, which may erode 

institutional integrity (Norris, 2022; Levi & Stoker, 2000). This approach aligns with democratic 

principles that advocate for critical citizenship and informed scrutiny of leaders (Norris, 2000; 

Cappella & Jamieson, 1997). 

The cognitive predispositions of individuals, as well as the media environment in which they 

operate, are central to forming judgments of political trustworthiness. Media environments not only 

provide critical information but also act as filters that shape the context in which citizens evaluate 

political actors and institutions (Norris, 2024). Recently, scholarly attention has expanded to 

include social media, examining how online networks and evolving norms of political 

communication influence public perceptions and the dual processes of building or eroding political 

trust (Zhou et al., 2020; Jimoh et al., 2024). 

This report contributes to the growing body of literature by investigating the extent to which social 

media use influences judgments of trustworthiness. Specifically, we examine whether the amount 

of social media use impacts the accuracy of perceptions whether national governments are more or 

less trustworthy.  This study examines public political trust using individual-level data from three 

waves of Eurobarometer (2021–2023). The analysis covers all 27 EU member states, with country-

level indicators drawn from Eurostat, the Varieties of Democracy project, and the European Centre 

for Disease Prevention and Control. Trustworthiness is operationalized following Van der Meer & 

Van Erkel (2023) and Norris (2024) as the residual error in multilevel regression models predicting 

public trust based on governance performance indices. 

Drawing on existing research, we develop an analytical framework that conceptualizes the 

mechanisms through which social media impacts trust judgments. The findings reveal negative 
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effect of social media use on probability of rational judgment on trust. More intense use of social 

media by respondent leads to a lower the probability the make a rational judgment of trust, and 

subsequently will move away to either skeptical mistrust or creduluous trust. This is underlined by 

the impact of the social media content and the extent to which political elite (ab)uses social media 

to spread disinformation and hate speech. In countries where political elite spread disinformation 

on social media, respondents show lower probability of making a rational judgment on political 

trust. Thus, the impact of political elite abusing social media is re-enforcing the social media use 

as such. These dynamics underscore the role of social media in shaping democratic accountability 

and public trustworthiness. 

2 Theory 

2.1 The Concept of Political Trustworthiness 

In Western societies, the traditional focus on political trust often assumes its inherent value for 

democracy, linking high levels of trust to civic engagement, regime legitimacy, and voluntary 

compliance with government policies (e.g., paying taxes, adhering to laws). Scholars like Crozier, 

Huntington & Watanuki (1975) consider political trust in government to be an imperative 

prerequisite for democratic rule and institutional integrity. This perspective can obscure critical 

distinctions, however, between public trust and the performance that justifies it—namely, 

trustworthiness. 

Trust, as it is commonly measured, is an inherently subjective attitude influenced by citizens’ 

perceptions and cognitive biases, which may not always align with objective indicators of political 

performance. For instance, high trust in corrupt or incompetent governments ("credulous trust") 

may mask systemic failures, while low trust in well-functioning institutions ("cynical mistrust") 

can undermine democratic stability. Thus, reliance on trust alone can lead to misleading 

conclusions about the health of democratic systems (Norris, 2000; Van der Meer, 2018). 

Trustworthiness, by contrast, shifts the analytical focus from citizens' perceptions to the qualities 

and performance of political actors and institutions. It represents the degree to which the workings 

of political authorities meet normative benchmarks of integrity, competence, responsiveness, and 

fairness (Miller & Listhaug, 1990; Citrin & Stoker, 2018). Trustworthiness provides a more 

rigorous evaluative framework than trust alone, as it requires an examination whether trust is 

warranted, reflecting an alignment between institutional performance and public expectations. 

For example, Norris (2024) highlights that trustworthiness should be seen as an ethical obligation 

of political authorities to act competently, impartially, and in the public interest. This perspective 

reinforces the role of trustworthiness in fostering informed citizen judgments and enhancing 

electoral accountability. Without this focus, political trust can become a heuristic prone to 

manipulation by misinformation, populist appeals, or partisan biases. For example, consider a 

country where the government downplayed risks, spread misinformation, and made decisions 

based on political gain rather than public well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite this, 

many citizens continued to trust the government due to partisan loyalty or populist rhetoric rather 

than an objective assessment of trustworthiness. In such a case, trust functions as a mere heuristic, 

making it vulnerable to manipulation and ultimately undermining democracy. For trust to be 

grounded in genuine trustworthiness, it should be based on informed judgments and electoral 

accountability, reflecting the government's implementation of effective public health measures.. . 

http://www.truedem.eu/
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2.1.1 The role of media in the trustworthiness model 

In the Norris model of trustworthiness, the media serve as a crucial intermediary connecting 

citizens with political authorities. Historically, traditional independent media sources, such as 

newspapers, television, and radio, have played central role in informing the public about the 

governance processes, policy decisions, and political actors. By striving to provide accurate and 

balanced information, these outlets have been regarded as necessary—but not sufficient—

conditions for enabling citizens to form rational evaluations of trustworthiness based on evidence 

rather than emotion alone (Norris, 2000). However, the role of legacy media has increasingly been 

called into question due to their complex and sometimes ambiguous relationship with political and 

economic power structures at both national and international levels. This entanglement raises 

legitimate concerns about their reliability and, moreover, currently questions their importance 

compared to other sources of information. 

Social platforms have introduced another, rather complex layer to the media’s role in 

trustworthiness judgement process. Those like Facebook, X, Instagram and TikTok enable 

widespread and instantaneous information sharing, which can enhance political awareness. 

However, these platforms are also prone to the rapid dissemination of misinformation and 

disinformation, complicating citizens’ ability to evaluate trustworthiness accurately. Algorithms 

that prioritize sensationalist or polarizing content can amplify biases, creating echo chambers that 

skew public perceptions of political performance (Schuck, 2017). 

Empirical research suggests that individuals who consume news from traditional media outlets, 

such as television and reputable news websites, generally exhibit higher levels of political trust 

(Brosius, van Elsas & de Vreese, 2019; Norris, 2000; Karlsen & Aalberg, 2023). This phenomenon 

has been attributed to the structured and professional nature of traditional journalism, which 

typically adheres to established norms of credibility, accuracy, and accountability (Ceron & 

Memoli, 2015).   

By contrast, the dynamics of social media may contribute to diminished perceptions of political 

trustworthiness. The decentralized and largely unregulated nature of social media platforms could 

facilitate the rapid dissemination of misinformation, disinformation, and sensationalist content. 

These characteristics might, in turn, erode trust in political actors and institutions, potentially 

fostering skepticism and political cynicism (Majerczak & Strzelecki, 2022). 

2.2 Trustworthiness and Social Media 

The media malaise theory (Robinson, 1976) has long been the cornerstone of political 

communication scholarship, positing that exposure to negative political content fosters cynicism 

and distrust among the public. Historically, empirical studies suggested that traditional mass media, 

particularly television, diminished trust in political institutions and actors by sustained exposure to 

conflict and negativity. Over the years, the media malaise theory has faced substantial criticism. 

Norris’s (2000) virtuous circle thesis offered a counterargument, asserting that in democratic 

societies, news media often play a constructive role in fostering political trust, civic engagement, 

and political knowledge. This thesis emphasized that, particularly in open media environments with 

robust public service broadcasters, balanced and educational coverage enables citizens to make 

informed evaluations of governance and political processes. 

As social media platforms such as Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), and TikTok have become 

dominant sources of news and political information (Newman et al., 2024), concerns about their 

effects on perceptions of political trustworthiness have intensified. The ability of social media to 
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amplify sensationalist narratives and misinformation has raised alarm over its potentially 

detrimental impact on public trust in political actors and institutions. A systematic review by 

Lorenz-Spreen et al. (2023) on digital media and democracy found that most studies identifying 

causal effects suggest predominantly negative consequences of digital media on political trust. 

Consequently, initial expectations that social media would foster deliberative democracy 

(Boulianne, 2015) and promote more tolerant democratic attitudes through deliberative practices 

(Holst & Moe, 2021) have increasingly been counterbalanced by concerns about its broader impact 

on democracy, and political trust in particular. The next section explores in greater detail the 

mechanisms that may shape the relationship between social media exposure and political trust.  

Literature identifies several mechanisms inherent to how social media affect citizens’ evaluations 

of political information and, by extension, political trustworthiness. These mechanisms include 

algorithmic curation, selective exposure, and the echo chamber effect, as well as challenges related 

to content curation. 

Social media platforms are thought to utilize algorithms that prioritize content based on user 

engagement metrics such as likes, shares, and comments. While this may enhance user interaction, 

it could also amplify sensationalist and partisan content. Consequently, users might be 

disproportionately exposed to information that aligns with their pre-existing beliefs, potentially 

shaping their perceptions of political trustworthiness. This algorithm-driven content curation may 

contribute to the formation of “filter bubbles” (Pariser, 2011), which could isolate users from 

diverse perspectives and limit their capacity for balanced evaluations of political actors and 

institutions. Citizens become increasingly reliant on ideologically congruent yet incomplete 

information. This is one of the potential mechanisms how intense use of social media may lower 

the ability of citizens make rational, informed judgments of trust.  

Social media could also foster communities where like-minded individuals dominate discourse, 

creating echo chambers that help reinforce prevailing narratives and marginalize dissenting 

opinions (Burns, 2021; Sunstein, 2001). In an echo chamber, users are continuously exposed to 

narratives that confirm their ideological stance while filtering out dissenting viewpoints. If these 

narratives emphasize corruption, incompetence, or bias within political institutions, individuals 

may develop heightened skepticism or even outright distrust toward governments or other political 

institutions. Over time, this erosion of institutional trust can weaken perceived legitimacy, fostering 

political cynicism, disengagement, or even support for radical alternatives. 

Conversely, if an echo chamber consistently portrays political institutions in a positive light, trust 

may become artificially inflated, shielding these institutions from legitimate scrutiny. This can 

create a form of credulous trust, where individuals overlook governance failures due to a distorted, 

overly favourable media environment. 

Both filter bubbles and echo chambers distort the information environment, reducing citizens’ 

ability to evaluate political institutions based on objective governance performance. Those locked 

in anti-government echo chambers may reject legitimate institutional efforts, even when policies 

are effective. Meanwhile, those in pro-government echo chambers may ignore governance failures, 

reinforcing an uncritical, credulous trust that weakens democratic accountability. In both cases, the 

result is the absence of rational judgments of trust based on objective performance of institutions 

with potentially negative consequences for democratic accountability.  

Factors such as echo chambers and filter bubbles collectively suggest that, as individuals 

increasingly rely on social media for political information, they might become isolated from 
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objective and diverse news and thus lose the ability to evaluate the political trustworthiness 

rationally. Our first hypothesis thus posits that the more intense use of social media will lead 

increased probability of irrational judgment of political trust.  

Next to algorithms, the professional supervision of content is thought to be also influential. 

Traditional media outlets typically rely on professional editorial oversight to ensure the accuracy 

and coherence of their reporting. In contrast, social media is dominated by user-generated content, 

ranging from citizen journalism to opinion pieces. While this potentially democratizes the flow of 

information, it also could facilitate the spread of unverified and biased narratives. The absence of 

rigorous fact-checking and editorial standards on social media platforms may further complicate 

citizens’ ability to evaluate political trustworthiness accurately. Misinformation and disinformation 

thrive in an online environment, as these types of content are often shared more widely than factual 

news (Majerczak & Strzelecki, 2022). It is well documented that social media is increasingly 

leveraged for coordinated information operations (Mechkova et al. 2024). Governments, political 

parties and other actors aim to manipulate public discourse in line with their interests, exploiting 

social media’s vast reach. This way, the perception of institutions’ performance may become less 

rational and more influenced by the unverified and emotionally coloured content produced by 

political elite. In other words, the political elite’s use of social media to spread disinformation may 

drive the ability of public to judge the trustworthiness of political authorities away from the factual, 

objective performance-based criteria.  

Thus, our second hypothesis reads as follows: Higher intensity of political elite’s spread of 

disinformation will lead to higher probability of citizens to make irrational judgment of political 

trust.  

Traditional media and social media seem to play distinct roles in providing accurate and objective 

information necessary for informed political judgments. While traditional media has long been 

regarded as a more reliable source due to professional standards like fact-checking and editorial 

oversight, the social media are rather prone to misinformation due to their decentralized nature and 

reliance on user-generated content. Algorithms prioritize sensational and emotionally engaging 

content, which often distorts political realities and leads to the rapid spread of falsehoods (Lazer et 

al., 2018). Studies have shown that misinformation spreads faster on social media than the truth, 

contributing to the polarization of political views (Vosoughi et al., 2018). Social media, while 

fostering engagement and participation, often undermines informed decision-making through the 

rapid spread of misinformation and algorithmic biases, ultimately hindering users' ability to make 

rational political judgments. Our third hypothesis thus states that traditional media will be more 

conducive to making a rational judgment of trust than social media. 

3 Concepts, Methods, and Data 

This study investigates public political trust using individual-level data from three waves of 

Eurobarometer (EB) collected during the COVID-19 pandemic: EB 94.3 (February/March 2021), 

EB 96.3 (July/August 2022), and EB 98.2 (January/February 2023). The EB 94.3 dataset was 

selected as the initial dataset because it was the first in the series to include a question on the 

intensity of social network usage. Conversely, EB 98.2 represents the most recent publicly 

available dataset at the time of this study.  

http://www.truedem.eu/
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3.1 Individual-Level Data 

Political trust is analysed using data from Eurobarometer, an EU-commissioned cross-national 

survey conducted across Europe with cross-sectional samples. The study encompasses all 27 

European Union member states, representing diverse media systems, historical legacies, 

contemporary regimes, and cultural traditions. The final dataset, adjusted for missing values, 

includes approximately 64,000 respondents across 80 country-year observations from three survey 

waves spanning 2021 to 2023. At the individual level, control variables include age, gender, 

education, residence size, life satisfaction, social class, left-right ideological self-placement, 

political sophistication, and traditional media usage. 

3.1.1 Political Trustworthiness  

The Eurobarometer features a standardized set of questions measuring political trust in various 

institutions on a binary scale (tend to trust vs. not tend to trust). Although the Eurobarometer 

collects data on trust in multiple institutions (e.g., the national parliament, the European Parliament, 

the legal system, the police, politicians, and the United Nations), this study follows the approach 

by Van Erkel & Van der Meer (2016) and Van der Meer & Van Erkel (2023). Consistent with their 

methodology, we focus on two items: ‘Do you tend to trust or not tend to trust the national 

government?’ and ‘Do you tend to trust or not tend to trust the national parliament?’ As these 

questions are originally binary in the Eurobarometer questionnaire, we decided to follow the 

approach by Van der Meer and van Erkel (2024) and classify respondents as trusting when they 

express trust in both the government and parliament. Respondents who express no trust in either 

institution are coded as having no trust. In our analysis, we use the Eurobarometer trust questions 

in combination with other, country-level variables (described below) to calculate the measure of 

trustworthiness – the key dependent variable in this study.  

In line with the methodology outlined by Van der Meer & Van Erkel (2023) and Norris (2024), 

trustworthiness is operationalized as the residual error in multilevel regression models. These 

models assess the extent to which governance performance indices predict observed levels of public 

trust across country-years. Trustworthiness is measured by linking country-year estimates of 

governmental trust from the Eurobarometer with selected governance performance indices. These 

indices encompass policy outputs (e.g., levels of economic development), pandemic-specific 

indicators (e.g., infection and mortality rates), and procedural quality metrics (e.g., governance 

quality). Trustworthiness is calculated as the residual error in models predicting observed trust 

levels based on these indicators. The residuals' magnitude and direction offer interpretative 

insights: positive residuals indicate that public trust exceeds expectations based on government 

performance (controlling for socio-demographic characteristics), suggesting credulous trust, while 

negative residuals suggest that observed trust falls short of performance-based expectations, 

reflecting cynical mistrust (Norris, 2024). 

Following Norris (2024), we construct a typology of trustworthiness judgements based on the 

degree to which the measured level of respondents’ trust is aligned with the level of trust predicted 

by the combination of socio-demographic factors and country-level indicators of objective 

performance. In this vein, cynical mistrust involves a negative judgment by principals, 

underestimating the trustworthiness of agents or agencies, despite their positive performance. On 

the other extreme there are people with credulous trust. This mismatched category occurs when 

principals overestimate the trustworthiness of agents or agencies, resulting in misplaced confidence 

despite a negative performance. Whether one naïvely overestimates the trustworthiness of an agent 

or agency without sufficient scrutiny or holds overly cautious expectations irrespective of the 
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agent's positive performance, these two categories are further away from a rational judgment on 

political trust. The key issue with both credulous trust and cynical mistrust is that they deviate from 

judgments based on objective indicators of performance. In contrast to skeptical trust and skeptical 

mistrust, which are more congruent because they reflect accurate assessments of performance, 

credulous and cynical judgements are frequently based on biases, inadequate information, or 

flawed reasoning. Both skeptical trust and mistrust are then closer to objective reflection of 

government’s performance.  

From the perspective of democratic quality, skeptical trust is more desirable than skeptical mistrust 

because it fosters engagement and cooperation while maintaining accountability. When citizens 

possess skeptical trust, they are more likely to participate in civic affairs, voluntarily obey laws, 

and believe in the legitimate authority of elected officials (Anderson et al., 2005, Marieh and 

Hooghe, 2011). Trust in political institutions also allows for bargaining, collaboration and 

consensus, which contributes to easier overcoming of partisan fragmentation and bridges divisions 

among elites and the public. Recent research shows the effect were present also during the COVID-

19 pandemic (Pagliaro et al., 2021; Roozenbeek et al., 2020). Citizens who exhibit skeptical trust 

are more likely to hold leaders accountable, supporting those who demonstrate competence, 

integrity, and impartiality, while rejecting those who do not. On the other hand, skeptical mistrust 

can be considered worse than skeptical trust, as it can undermine faith in government and a 

willingness to cooperate. It can contribute to diminishing the willingness to obey the law 

voluntarily and cooperate in civic affairs.  

Thus, from the perspective of quality of democratic governance the skeptical trust is the most 

rational judgment reflecting the relationship between citizens and political institutions. This is the 

reason we choose the Skeptical Trust as the base category in the multinomial regression. 

3.1.2 Social Media  

Social media usage is assessed using the same Eurobarometer data. Respondents are asked, "Could 

you tell to what extent you…? Use online social networks." The response scale comprises six 

points, ranging from “never” to “every day or almost every day.” In addition to social media usage, 

the study incorporates television and printed newspaper consumption as control variables 

representing traditional media usage. In the findings section we compare the effects of each type 

of media. 

It is well documented that social media is increasingly leveraged for coordinated information 

operations (Mechkova et al. 2024). Governments, political parties and various domestic actors aim 

to manipulate public discourse in line with their interests, exploiting social media’s vast reach and 

employ tactics like “troll armies” to spread targeted narratives or misinformation. Therefore, we 

included the V-Dem’s Digital Society indicators that measure the existence and nature of these 

operations. We constructed so-called Social Media Disinformation index, comprising the answers 

to the following three questions:  

• How often do the government and its agents use social media to disseminate misleading 

viewpoints or false information to influence its own population? 

• How often do major political parties and candidates for office use social media to 

disseminate misleading viewpoints or false information to influence their own population? 

• How often do major political parties use hate speech as part of their rhetoric? 

Although the survey item on hate speech does not limit the political rhetoric only on the social 

media environment, we decided to include it for the following reasons. First, the whole survey is 
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focused on digital world, and the item is a part of nine-item index, where seven out of nine 

statements are explicitly asking about social media environment. Therefore, it is likely that 

respondents had social media on mind when evaluating this item.  

Second, hate speech and disinformation are intertwined in its effects. Hate speech by politicians 

undermines rational political communication often by spreading misinformation, distorting public 

discourse, and impairing citizens' ability to form reasoned judgments. Democracy, as theorized by 

Habermas (2015), requires rational debate based on evidence and mutual respect. Hate speech 

deviates from this ideal by fostering exclusionary rhetoric and silencing dissent (Dryzek, 2002). 

A key mechanism through which hate speech disrupts rational discourse is misinformation. 

Lewandowsky et al. (2012) demonstrate that misinformation, once internalized, is difficult to 

correct, shaping political attitudes through stereotypes rather than facts. Politicians exploiting hate 

speech manipulate emotions (Marcus et al., 2000), leading to heuristic-based, polarized judgments 

instead of analytical reasoning (Brader, 2005). Suhay and Erisen (2018) further show that 

emotionally charged rhetoric exacerbates cognitive biases, preventing citizens from evaluating 

policies rationally. Hate speech, therefore, is not just inflammatory rhetoric but a strategic tool that 

distorts political cognition. By embedding misinformation in emotional appeals, it prevents the 

critical reflection necessary for democratic decision-making (Somin, 2013).  

V-Dem’s Digital Society Survey is an expert survey and provides annual data covering the time 

period of our study.  

3.1.3 Control Variables  

In the regression models we use standard socio-demographic indicators as age, gender, education, 

and residence size as control variables. In addition to these we include also self-placement of 

respondents on left-right scale, as well as social class scale.  

However, due to the fact that the analysis includes 27 various countries and timespan over three 

years, the left-right ideology does not necessarily capture the ideological distance between the 

respondent and government, which usually does impact political trust (Muirhead and Rosenblum 

2016, Levi and Stoker 2000). Thus, we decided to include also an indicator of ideological 

congruence between respondents and governments. We identified the governing parties or coalition 

of parties in the 27 countries at the time of data collection and categorised them on an ideological 

spectre running from left-wing through centre-left, centrist, centre-right to right wing. 

Subsequently, based on the left-right self-placement we calculated the ideological distance of each 

respondent from the government.  

On top of these, we also added indicators of political sophistication (measured as factual knowledge 

on EU politics), and feeling of being informed about EU politics. Although these refer to the EU 

politics, and not the national level (as our dependent variable), this is the best proxy indicator in 

the dataset to control for political sophistication. Finally, we also add satisfaction with 

government’s measures against the COVID-19 pandemic as a control variable.   

3.2 Macro-Level Data 

The study evaluates government performance using macro-level indicators that capture both policy 

outputs and procedural quality. Policy outputs reflect the government’s capacity to deliver public 

goods and services, such as economic growth and stability. Such macroeconomic indicators reflect 

governments’ competence in managing economy, with the economic issues being among the most 

salient issues in European countries in long-term. However, as the time of the study overlaps with 
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the COVID-19 pandemic, we included also indicators assessing the governments’ ability to manage 

the anti-pandemic fight. As for the COVID-19 pandemic indicators we employed the average 

weekly cases and average weekly deaths. These data are sourced from the European Centre for 

Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) database and are calculated as weekly averages for the 

month preceding the start of data collection. Macroeconomic indicators are sourced from Eurostat, 

including economic growth (per capita GDP adjusted for purchasing power), employment rates, 

and inflation (as measured by the Harmonized Consumers’ Price Index).  

In addition to policy performance, our model includes also indicators of the qualities of 

governments’ decision-making processes, which reflects the integrity and impartiality of political 

institutions. Procedural performance is assessed using several indices. We use the Corruption 

Perception Index by Transparency International, Liberal Democracy Index and Rule of Law Index, 

which captures the transparency of governments as well as its fairness and equality for all citizens, 

not just the chosen ones. To control for media freedom and media environment, we include the 

Freedom of Expression, and Alternative Sources of Information Index by V-dem (Coppedge et al. 

2024), which measures government respect for press freedom and public discourse.  

Macro-level indices are matched to the year preceding the Eurobarometer data collection. For 

example, individual-level data collected in February/March 2021 are linked to government 

performance indicators from 2020.  

4 Results 

4.1 Results: Descriptive Statistics 

Firstly, we examine the descriptive statistics and analyse the levels of political trust across 

European Union member states. As illustrated in Figure 1, the societies exhibiting the highest levels 

of trust in government are predominantly developed Nordic countries, long-established stable 

consensus democracies, and smaller welfare states, such as Denmark, Sweden, and Finland, as well 

as Germany and the Netherlands. These countries consistently rank highly within Europe and 

globally on various civic attitudes and measures of political engagement, including satisfaction 

with liberal democracy (Baboš et al., 2024).  

The middle of the trust spectrum encompasses a diverse range of societies from different European 

sub-regions. These countries share minimal similarities in terms of development levels, regime 

types, electoral systems, historical democratic experiences, cultural values, and religious traditions. 
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Figure 1: Political Trust in EU countries, as % share of people who trust both government and 

parliament. 

 

Source: Eurobarometer 94.3 (February-March 2021), 96.3 (January-February 2022), 98.2 (January-February 2023). 

 

In contrast, the countries where public trust in government is the lowest include two southern 

European states, Spain and Greece, alongside several post-communist societies in Central and 

Eastern Europe, such as Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia, and Slovenia. Substantial cross-national 

disparities are evident; for instance, the most trusting societies (e.g., Nordic countries) are, on 

average, three times as likely to express confidence in political institutions compared to the least 

trusting societies (e.g., Romania and Bulgaria). This pattern of lower trust in Central and Eastern 

Europe relative to Western European countries is consistent with long-term trends observed in 

previous research (van der Meer and van Erkel, 2020). 

The graph presents a typology of political trust across European countries, distinguishing four 

categories: Cynical Mistrust, Skeptical Mistrust, Skeptical Trust, and Credulous Trust. These 

categories are derived from a residual-based measure of trustworthiness, calculated as the deviation 

of observed public trust from expectations based on governance performance indicators.  

The distribution of trust types varies significantly across countries. At the upper end, countries such 

as Luxembourg, Finland, Denmark, and the Netherlands exhibit a higher proportion of skeptical 

trust, suggesting that citizens in these countries align their trust evaluations relatively closely with 

objective government performance. These countries also show a notable share of cynical mistrust, 

indicating that some citizens underestimate their government’s trustworthiness despite positive 

performance. However, the share of credulous trust remains relatively low, meaning that 

overestimation of government trustworthiness is uncommon. 

By contrast, countries in the lower half of the graph, such as Romania, Bulgaria and Croatia, display 

a markedly different pattern, with an overwhelming dominance of skeptical mistrust. This suggests 

that citizens in these countries are similarly capable of evaluating the performance of the 

government, yet they are rather inclined to distrust government institutions. Therefore it is most 

likely a factor based on history or culture that leads respondents (dominantly) in post-communist 
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Europe to rather mistrust than trust the government, while having the same ability to rationally 

judge the performance as their counterparts in Luxembourg, Denmark or Ireland.  

Figure 2: Types of Trust in EU Member States 

 

Source: Eurobarometer 94.3 (February-March 2021), 96.3 (January-February 2022), 98.2 (January-February 2023). 

Authors’ calculation. 

A key observation is that skeptical trust, which is considered the most rational and, from a certain 

point of view also the most democratic form of trust (Norris, 2024), is most prevalent in countries 

with well-functioning institutions and higher levels of governance performance, such as 

Luxembourg, Finland, and the Netherlands.  

The distribution of credulous trust is relatively small across all countries but appears slightly more 

pronounced in Portugal, Cyprus, and Italy. This suggests that a subset of citizens in these contexts 

exhibit overconfidence in political institutions despite governance challenges, which could be 

attributed to partisan biases, historical trust in the state, or media influence (Norris, 2024). 

However, even in these countries the proportion of people with credulous trust is not much higher 

than in other countries. 

From the perspective of democratic governance, the graph underscores the desirability of skeptical 

trust as the ideal balance between institutional confidence and accountability. The presence of 

cynical mistrust in high-performing countries suggests that some citizens remain distrustful despite 

4
2
2
3
4
5
3
6
5
6
8

3
3
5

9
11
12
13

9
14
16
17
16

19
24

17
20

80
81
80
76

79
75

76
73
74

70
66
75
77

71
55

58
54
52

54
41
38

33
33
29

22
26

16

1
3
4

5
5

6
6
7
8

8
8

9
9

10
14

16
19

19
26

33
34

36
41

42
46
50

58

15
14
14

16
12

15
15
15
13

16
18

13
10

13
23

16
15
16

11
12
12

14
10
10

9
7
6

RO
ES
BG
HR
SI

PL
LT
CZ
LV
CY
IT

GR
SK
FR
PT
AT
BE
EE
HU
DE
IE
SE

MT
NL
DK

FI
LU

Cynical Mistrust Skeptical Mistrust Skeptical Trust Credulous Trust

http://www.truedem.eu/


 

15 

 

www.truedem.eu 

good governance, while the persistence of credulous trust in certain countries highlights the risks 

of uncritical deference to political authority. 

4.2 Results 2: What Affects Trustworthiness? 

Based on the theoretical assumptions, we hypothesised that the social media consumption would 

be negatively associated with the political trustworthiness of people – the capacity to gather 

necessary information and employ reasoning “required for accurate judgment of political 

trustworthiness” (Norris 2024, p. 14). In our case, the dependent variable has four categories related 

to the type of trust the respondent shows towards the national government and parliament. These 

are cynical mistrust, skeptical mistrust, skeptical trust, and credulous trust. Arguably, the categories 

are distinct in terms of degree of rationality of the judgment, but they are impossible to order in 

terms of how much of rationality each type of trust decision requires. Therefore, we need to 

consider the nature of the dependent variable to be categorical. As such, the nature of the dependent 

variable calls for multinomial regression analysis to test the hypothesis. We include also country 

dummies to capture within-country effects. Table 2 shows the regression coefficients in a form of 

relative risk ratio for a more intuitive interpretation of the results.  

Table 1: Multilevel multinomial logistic regression coefficients 

Base = Skeptical Trust Cynical Mistrust Skeptical Mistrust Credulous Trust 

Age 0,999 0,997 0,998 

Gender: Women (b=Men) 0,940 0,785*** 0,875**  

Education (years when finished, b=up to 15)   
16-19 1,321**  3,189*** 2,469*** 

20+ 1,153 1,913*** 1,600*** 

Still studying 1,224 0,859 1,003 

full-time education 1,371 2,980151*** 2,880*** 

Residence Size (b=cities)    
Towns/Subursb 0,994 1,394384*** 1,329*** 

Rural areas 0,871*   1,039 0,977 

Leftright self-placement 1,021 0,905*** 0,906*** 

Ideological congruence 0,718*** 0,602*** 0,890*** 

Social Class self-placement 0,879*** 0,563*** 0,635*** 

Political Sophistication 0,948 0,614*** 0,677*** 

Feeling of informed about EU 0,780*** 0,247*** 0,330*** 

Use of Press 0,991 0,984 0,981 

Use of TV 0,994 0,952*   0,958*   

Use of Social Media 0,990 1,101*** 1,056*** 

Satisfaction with government (b=no) 0,264*** 0,001*** 0,003*** 

GDP 0,993 1,005 0,962*** 

Disinfo SM Index 0,979 2,773*** 2,091**  

CPI 0,976 1,070*   1,022 

N 43 652   
Pseudo R2      =   0,3842    

Source: Eurobarometer, V-Dem, Eurostat, ECD. Authors’ calculation  

The results show a strong association between online information environments and probabilities 

of making different decisions of political mis/trust.  

Frequent use of social media is significantly associated with an increased likelihood of belonging 

to Skeptical Mistrust and Credulous Trust categories, compared to Skeptical Trust. This means that 

individuals who engage more intensively with social media will be more likely either to adopt a 

distrustful stance toward political institutions (Skeptical Mistrust), or to be credulously trusting. 
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This dual effect suggests that social media consumption does not push people uniformly in one 

direction but pushes them away from holding a skeptical trust. This finding not only confirms the 

first hypothesis, but also amplifies polarization in political trust, leading some to more suspicious 

attitude, while making others more unquestioningly supportive. 

The Disinformation Social Media Index has an even more pronounced effect. Individuals in 

environments with a higher prevalence of disinformation on social media produced by politicians 

are more likely to fall into either Skeptical Mistrust or Credulous Trust groups, than remaining in 

the Skeptical Trust category. This suggests that higher exposure to misleading or false information 

contributes significantly to deepening mistrust, where individuals either reject to trust the political 

institutions, or adopt credulous trust. This aligns with broader research on the effects of digital 

misinformation, showing that disinformation does not simply erode trust but instead contributes to 

a more polarized landscape where both extreme skepticism and blind trust can emerge (Guess et 

al., 2020, Tappin et al., 2020, Ruggiero lo Sardo et al., 2024).  

Figure 3: Effect of Ideological Congruence 

 

Obviously, a question remains unanswered on what may be the key factor deciding whether citizens 

move from Skeptical Trust to Skeptical Mistrust or credulous trust? Based on our findings it seems 

the ideological congruence with government plays an important role. The graph illustrates the 

predicted probabilities of belonging to two categories, "skeptical mistrust" and "credulous," based 

on ideological congruence of a respondent with her government. As ideological congruence 

increases, the probability of falling into the "skeptical mistrust" category decreases, while the 

probability of being "credulous" increases. This suggests that the ideological alignment with the 

government substantially decreases the likelihood of becoming mistrustful. Thus, the ideologically 

congruent citizens who use social media and live in the political environment where politicians 
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spread disinformation online will experience the pull effects to adopt credulous trust, and 

simultaneously the push effects from skeptical mistrust.  

We will illustrate these effects on two hypothetical examples, by calculating the marginal 

probabilities for two particular configurations of variables. Imagine two citizens, who are both men, 

highly educated, living in a town, belonging to a lower middle class, using social media every day, 

living in the same country (i.e. being exposed to same extent of disinformation spread by political 

elite). However, the citizen A is ideologically absolutely incongruent with the current government 

in his country, while the citizen B is ideologically absolutely congruent. In the former case, the 

probability of citizen A being credulously trustful is 5%, while the probability of citizen B is 16%.  

We admit that both probabilities are relatively low, but this is due to the fact that there are many 

factors influencing it, and many being beyond the control of our statistical model. However, our 

model has the pseudo-R2 at level of 0.38, and the effect of congruence is statistically significant. 

In contrast, traditional media consumption (press and TV) shows mixed effects. The relationship 

between TV usage and both the Skeptical Mistrust and Credulous Trust is moderate but significant, 

suggesting that TV news exposure may slightly increase the likelihood of making the rational, and 

from the quality of democracy point of view the most desired judgment of trust. However, no 

significant associations are observed for press consumption, implying that print media use does not 

systematically push individuals toward either distrust or credulity. Due to the effects of TV news, 

we consider the third hypothesis partially confirmed.  

Considering individual control variables, it is worth looking closer at the impact of political 

sophistication. Individuals with higher political are significantly less likely to exhibit either 

credulous trust or skeptical mistrust, when compared to skeptical trust. This suggests that politically 

sophisticated individuals are more likely to make a rational judgment of trust and thus being more 

resistant to a generalized distrust of political institutions and actors. These findings align with 

established theories of political cognition, which suggest that political sophistication enhances the 

ability to critically process political information (Zaller, 1992; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996). The 

significant reduction in both credulous trust and skeptical mistrust among sophisticated individuals 

may reflect greater cognitive engagement with politics, enabling them to differentiate between 

legitimate concerns and unfounded trust. However, the lack of effect on cynical mistrust suggests 

that sophistication alone does not necessarily protect against unconditional rejection of trust in 

political institutions, implying that other factors—such as lack of interest in politics—may shape 

this orientation more strongly. 

5 Discussion 

This study contributes to the growing body of research on political trustworthiness by examining 

the relationship between social media use, political elite’s spread of disinformation, and the 

trustworthiness of political institutions. Unlike traditional studies that focus solely on political trust, 

our approach highlights the distinction between rational and irrational judgments of trust, 

underscoring the role of social media as a destabilizing factor. The findings demonstrate that 

frequent social media use decreases the likelihood of individuals making rational judgments about 

political trust, pushing them toward either skeptical mistrust or credulous trust. This polarization 

effect reinforces previous concerns about the role of digital platforms in distorting public 

perceptions of governance performance (Lorenz-Spreen et al., 2023; Majerczak & Strzelecki, 

2022). 
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The second major contribution of this study is the introduction of the Disinformation Social Media 

Index as a measure of the extent to which political elites exploit digital platforms to spread 

misleading narratives. Our results indicate that exposure to high levels of disinformation increases 

the likelihood of individuals making irrational trust judgments. Crucially, we show that ideological 

congruence with the government moderates these effects, with congruent citizens more likely to 

develop credulous trust, while incongruent citizens tend toward skeptical mistrust. These findings 

expand on previous research by demonstrating the role of ideological alignment in mediating the 

effects of social media disinformation (Boulianne, 2015; Sunstein, 2001). 

Furthermore, our analysis differentiates between the effects of traditional and social media, 

showing that while social media exposure is linked to irrational trust judgments, traditional 

television news still has a modest positive effect in fostering rational assessments. In contrast, print 

media consumption does not appear to significantly influence trustworthiness evaluations. This 

suggests that while some traditional media platforms may still provide a counterbalance to digital 

misinformation, their overall impact is limited. 

The findings underscore significant challenges for democratic accountability. A well-functioning 

democracy relies on citizens making informed, rational evaluations of political institutions. 

However, our results suggest that social media use—particularly in environments saturated with 

disinformation—undermines this process. The algorithmic tendency to amplify sensationalist or 

polarising content, and the role of political elites in spreading misleading information collectively 

weaken the public's ability to assess governmental trustworthiness based on objective performance 

criteria. 

Our results contribute also the debate on the applicability of the virtuous circle thesis on social 

media. The virtuous circle thesis assumes that media could be a positive factor in fostering political 

trust and other democratic attitudes (Norris 2000). This should happen mainly because of balanced 

and objective information brought by traditional media to its audience, thus helping them make 

informed decisions. Our research shows that social media have no such effect. This could be 

because of the rather different mode of operation the social media have, compared to the traditional 

ones. While traditional media in Western societies operate under elite-driven, top-down 

communication frameworks tend to reinforce established democratic systems. In contrast, the 

unmediated, bottom-up communication dynamics of social media facilitate the circulation of 

alternative narratives that undermine trust in political institutions. Distinct impact of exposure to 

these types of media has also been shown by Ceron (2015). In an effort to improve the quality of 

our understanding of the impact of social media in this regard, further research would require 

examining different types of social media specifically. This could provide a more detailed picture, 

which, similar to legacy media (where we distinguish different influences, e.g., TV and print), 

could provide more accurate results. 

Although the choice of data was substantially limited by the availability of survey-based data that 

includes items on social media use and span over a few years, the side effect is that the time period 

covered in our analysis is the period of the COVID-19 pandemic. For this reason, we included both 

country-level objective indicators of governments’ results of the anti-pandemic measures, as well 

as the individual-level subjective perception of governments’ measures against COVID-19. We 

admit that our results are not directly comparable to those of Van der Meer and Van Erkel (2024) 

due to different countries (we included also post-communist EU members), or macro-policy 

indicators (particularly the outcomes of measures against the COVID-19). However, one point 

emerges as worth discussion. There are a few countries showing broadly similar pattern in terms 
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of trustworthiness being rather low during the crisis period (such as Greece or Spain), while in 

some the political trustworthiness seem to be resilient against the crisis (Denmark, Sweden, but 

also Austria or Germany). This indicates that there might be a systemic feature of a society that 

may prevent people from becoming too cynical in the issues of political trust despite the country 

being hit by an external crisis. It is the role of future research what constitutes the building blocks 

in the resilience wall against political cynicism.  

The fact that our research covered only the so-called “pandemic” years may have influenced our 

findings in two ways. First, in times of crises and uncertainty people are in higher demand for 

information. During the pandemic the rules impacting daily life changed rather frequently (closing 

and opening schools, border crossing, etc.). Many people were forced to change (not only) work 

routines and were thus in need of information on how to function during the pandemic. Internet, 

and social media particularly might have served as an important information source, with many 

people left dependent on on-line tools for other aspects of life anyway. Second, there is a consensus 

that the spread of disinformation and fake news on social media was much more intense during the 

pandemic than during the previous crises (Khan, Mikhalas and Akuzada 2021), deserving also 

labels as infodemic (Tangcharoensathien et al. 2020). The combination of the two factors may 

contribute to citizens inability of evaluating the governments’ performance objectively and 

translate it into a rational judgment of political trust. Future research could also focus on the 

potential impact of social media use on political trustworthiness in politically more stable and quiet 

times without multiple external crises layering up. 

One of the challenges to future research is examining the role of media literacy in shaping political 

trust judgments. If citizens can be equipped with the skills to critically assess online information, 

they may be better positioned to resist the distortions caused by algorithmic curation or spread of 

disinformation. Our findings also showed that political knowledge is contributing to the likelihood 

of remaining in the category of skeptical trust.  

Also, future research could examine the long-term consequences of the patterns identified in this 

study. If social media-driven polarization in trust judgments persists over time, it may have lasting 

implications for political participation, electoral behaviour, and institutional legitimacy. 

Longitudinal studies tracking changes in trustworthiness evaluations across multiple election 

cycles would provide valuable insights into the stability of these effects. 

6 Conclusion 

This study provides empirical evidence that social media use, particularly in environments where 

political elites spread disinformation, significantly undermines citizens’ ability to make rational 

judgments about political trustworthiness. By shifting the focus from trust to trustworthiness, we 

offer a more nuanced understanding of how digital media distort democratic accountability. The 

findings have critical implications for media policy, political communication, and efforts to 

safeguard democratic institutions from the destabilizing effects of digital disinformation. 

Addressing these challenges will require coordinated efforts from policymakers, media 

organizations, and civil society to ensure that the digital public sphere supports rather than 

undermines informed democratic engagement.  
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