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Introduction
Project summary

TRUEDEM is a 3year multinational research project funded by the Horizon program of the Euro-
pean Commission with several core objectiMd8UEDEM aims to design and implement a com-

plex 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 basen longterm dynamics and predictors of trust in political institutions of repre-
sentative democracy (parties, execwtivgarliaments, judiciary etc.) in the EU. TRUEDEM wiill
examine the role of new patterns of electtethavior 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 demds and needs of citizens expressed via both electoral arelewaral forms of
political participation as means to enhance active engagemgmausion and thus booster in-
clusive and responsive decisioraking and governance in Europe. TRUEDEM will distinguish
clusters of values that can hinder or fosterg@mocratic values and attitudes and thus contribute

to the barriers and opportunities reinvigorating and enhancing representative democratic sys-
tems. Finally, TRUEDEM will develop a comprehensive and transparent toolbox of policy inter-
ventions including recommendations, toolkits and methodologies for enhancing trust in political
institutions, boosting transparency inclusiveness of representative sy$tiRmEDEM is coordi-

nated in Austria with partners in Czechia, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, Romania, Slo-
vakia, Slovenia, Sweden, and Ukraine. The t#yegr program runs from January 2023 to Decem-

ber 2025.

Annotation of the Deliverable(D01.5)

This document is part 8Work PackageD1i Quantitative indicators and lorigrm trends of polit-
icaltrustledbyCl audi u TROfTheHist déliv@mble of WP01, DO1Lliterature review

and research paper on measuring trusts submitted in Jul2023and provided and ufp-date

survey of literature and a comprehensive overview of the existing approaches in the social sciences
to measuring trust and trustworthiness, including interpersonal and institutional forms of trust (Nor-
ris, 2023).

This second deliverable in the work package, D8ethodological paper on trust data harmoni-
zation( T u, GhicH, and Radu2023), was submitted in October 2023 aaflered a detailed
analysisof the existing measures of trudentified in thetrust literature published between 1980

and 2023. The final section of the report foclisa the issue of harmonizing trust data and pro-
posal a harmonization schentkat was used in the TRUEDEM project to prepare DQb:3y

term trends of political trust dynamics9802023) whi ch was submitted iIn
Ghica, and Radu, 20B3

This deliverable D1.ynamics of Political Trust in the Europe&mion presents the micind
long-term dynamics, as well as national and regional trends, of political trust at the national and
European level, using the data collected in b@gterm trends of political trust dynamics (1980
2023)and in D8.12025 TRUEDEM Online Survd¥daerpfer, Norris, and Kizilova, 2025 he

report (D1.5) will become the foundation of the robust and comprehensive knowledge base on
long-term developments in trust in adal institutions of representative democracy (parties, ex-
ecutives, parliaments, judiciary eté.jhat will be complemented with the findings of other WPs.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Why study institutional trust ?

Institutional trust iggenerallyrecognized as aecessary conditidior effective democratic govern-
ance. When citizens trugiteir institutions, they are more likely to accept political decisidos,
comply with kgislation to cooperate with authorities, atal supportvarious policieseven when
they might require significantosts.From this perspectiverustreducedransaction costs in gov-
ernanceandallows institutionsmoreautonomy and flexibility (Levand Stoker, 2000; Rothstein
andStolle, 2008) At the other end, mediunand longtermlow trust undermines institutional le-
gitimacy, weakens policy compliance, gralves the way foanti-system political actors and pop-
ulist mobilization (Hetherington, 2005; Norris, 2011).

The existingempirical researcBhowsthat institutional trust iselatedto perceptions of perfor-
mance, procedural fairness, and integirtghe activitiesof public institutions. Citizens are more
likely to trust institutions they perceive as effective, impartial, and free from corruption (van der
MeerandHakhverdian, 2017; Tyler, 2006). High institutional trust is associated with greater tax
compliance, higher acceptance of redistributive policies, and stronger willingness to follow public
health and ecurity regulations (Levi, 1998; Hetherington & Husser, 20D&trust on the other
hand,is associated with political disengagement, protest voting, and declining satisfaction with
democracy (Dalton, 2004; HooghadDassonneville, 2018).

Ever since East on 6 sstitutionalkrustplysrairhpsrantréenirosustainihga t |
democratic legitimacytrust in institutions contributes to diffuse support for the political regime,
enabling democratic systems to withstancheperiods of poor performance (Easton, 1975; Norris,
1999). Whereand wherntrust erodes persistently, democratic stabiktyikely to suffer making
political systems more vulnerable to polarization and democratic backslidingafiéddounk,

2016; Zmerliandvan der Meer, 2017).

Studying institutional trust has become increasingly importacamtemporary Europ&ollowing

the eager optimism caused bgnesidentifiedend of history that characterized the 1990s, since the
2000s the world has been increasingly confronted rejleated systemic challengbat give the
impression that we have movesvay from a world of individual crises, we have rapidly gone
through a polycrisis world and have now fully arrived into the world of the peomsis. This
development was probably qusarprising for Europeans: instead of enjoying the victory of de-
mocracy marked by the fall of the Iron Curtain, Europe experienced, in quick succesgolral a
financial crisis anEurozone crisis, rising inequality and labor market insecurity, contentious
migration debates, the COViD9 pande mi c, renewed geopwdri tica
on Ukraineand, most recently, the threat of a not very friendly divorce from the United .States
Each of theseriseshas tested institutional capacity angpensiveness, raising questions about
the capacity and ability dEuropean political systents retain sufficient publidrustto govern
effectively in conditions ofincreaseduncertainty and contestation (Armingeand Guthmann,
2014; FosteandFrieden, 2017; BolGiani, Blais, and.oewen,2021).

It should be clear, from this perspective, thatlerstanding institutional trust is not only iaaue

of academianterest, but also necessary in order to mairdamocratic governance. Mapping how
trust has evolved over time, how it differs across countries, and how it is structured within societies
the goals of this reponbrovidesimportant informatiorfor evaluating democratic resiliencepre-

sent time Europe
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Europe offershe perfect contexor studying institutional trust. Within a relatively compact region,
mostEuropean countries share democratic commitmerdsjficanteconomic interdependence,
and extensive supranational governance through the European Union. At the same tialsg they
display substantial diversityith respect tetate capacity, welfare regimgucture administrative
traditions, corruption control, and historical legacies of democratization. This combination of
shared overarching structures and heterogeneous national cantetxégmakes Europe a natural
laboratory for examining how institutional trust forms, evolves, and responds to shocks.

Just to expand a bit on the previous idea:

T Europe contains bot h-established deniocrdciesesuiweoof thed 6 s
newest democracieppstcommunist regimes that underwent rapid institutional transfor-
mation after 1989. This allowss to analyzérust formation under conditions of stable in-
stitutional continuity as well as in contexts of regime rebuilding and democratic consolida-
tion (MishlerandRose, 2001; PeglechéfndTucker, 2017).

1 European countriealsodiffer substantially in governance quality and corruption control
factors that have been shown to influent&titutional trust (Rothsteiand Stolle, 2008;
CharronandLapuente, 2018).

1 European welfare states range frame universalistic Nordic models tthe fragmented
Southern European systems dimelpostsocialist hybrid arrangemeritsCentral and East-
ern Europeoffering further variation in how citizens experience public institutions (Ferrera,
1996; KumlinandRothstein, 2010).

1 Europe is also the only region in the world wherenthiti-level governance structure cre-
ated by the European Unioneans thatitzenshave tosimultaneously evaluate trust in
local, national, and supranational institutions. This alletuslying topics such as the dis-
tribution of trustacross governance levelbe effects ofesponsibility attributioron insti-
tutional evaluationsor the interaction effects betweeational and Etlevel legitimacy
(Hoboltandde Vries, 2016; HooghendMarks, 2009).

1 Europe has experienced multiple shared crises, including financial instability, sovereign
debt emergencies, migration pressures, pandemic governance, external security threats, and
the possible reorganization of international alliances. These eventsepratittal experi-
ments for observing how institutional trust responds under stress, and how countries with
different institutional designs and political cultures converge or diverge in their trust trajec-
tories (van Erkel and van der Meer, 2016; Esaiassah, &020; Kritzinger et al., 2021).

91 Lastly, but perhaps most importantBurope benefits from survey infrastructutilat al-
low us to study trust across most if not all European countries over a period of time that is
almost half a century long he European Social Survelie Eurobarometetthe European
Values Studythe World Values Surveythe International Social Survey Programnaes
well as other smaller scale research prograrogide repeated, comparable measurements
of institutional trust across countries and decades. ddts rchness(which is matched
only by the case of the United Stategables systematic longitudinal and croational
analyses that go far beyond singlauntry case studies or shtetm snapshots.

All these characteristics make the region a perfect labor&torgdvancing comparative under-
standing of institutional trust.he workthe different partnersave done in the TRUEDEM project
is a perfect example of how we focused on understanding institutional trust. This report,
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specifically, integrated 46 yearslmdirmonized survey data with a new 2025 cisisgional survey
to provide a comprehensive and dynamic mapping of trust in European institutions.

1.2 Main questions

In the preceding sectiome have showrmow existing research has provided important insights into
the determinant®f trust, documented crosstional differences, and analyzed specific crisis epi-
sodeqwe expand on this in the next chapter of the repAtt)he same time, major gaps remain in

our understanding of how trust has evolved over longer historical periods, how national trust pat-
terns compare dynamically, how institutional trust is structured today, and how it varies across
social groupsln thisreport, we addregbese gaps through foorainquestions.

1.2.1 How has trust evolved since 19807

How havelevels of institutional trust in Europe changed over the $agtearsMultiple studies
have examined trust trends over shorter perfoust commonly since the early 2000sing ESS
datg or over specifigeriodsusingthe Eurobarometgryet studies ofong-termtrust trajectories
across European countries and institutions from 1980 to the ptieserare sparse

There are two reasons we consides tjuestiorio berelevantnow. First, Europeagountrieshave
undergone profound structural transformations since (@88ady mentioned in the previous sec-

tion of the report)Understandingf these transformations have produced {argn erosion, resil-

ience, or divergence in institutional trust is essential for evaluating democratic siabtitigyre-

gion. Second, contemporary debates on democratic backsliding, populism, and political polariza-
tion often assume widespread trust declimghout sufficient empirical evidence to sustain the
assumptionProviding a systematenalysis olong-termtrajectoriesof trust in Europdills a key
empirical gap and offers a necessary baseline for asgessirent democratic conditions.

1.2.2 Do countries follow distinct trust trajectories?

The secondnain question examines whether European countries follow distinct patterns in how
institutional trust evolves over timBifferenttypologies of European political systeassume that
institutional characteristics define stable regime families. Howeuerentempirical trusstudies
suggest that countries within the sagneupmay experience different trust dynamiogesponse

to crises, corruption scandals, governance reforms, or democratic backsliding.

This question movethe focus of the analyskseyond static classifications and asks whether dy-
nami c Atrust regi meso can doeusterdin® groupelith sendar e mp i r
long-term trust trajectorieshen it is likely thatrust dynamics reflect deeper structural or institu-

tional commonalitiedf trajectories diverge even within regime familiggen it is more likelythat

trust is shaped by countgpecific developments and contingent political events. Identifying dy-
namic trustbased country groupinges the potential tprovide new evidence for understanding

how institutional trustevolves across different democratic contexts.

1.2.3 What are the current dimensionsof trust?

How is institutional trust structured in contemporary Eurdpeust isa complex phenomenon.
Citizens maydifferentiatebetween political institutions (governmearliaments), implementing
institutions (courtspolice), and supranational bodies (EU institutions and international organiza-
tions). Previous studies suggest that trust items often cluster into latent dimensions, but evidence
remains mixed on whether these structures are consistent across countegsoasdor vary with
institutional context and political experien@runkert, Puranen, Turskg@awa, and Welzel, 2024;
Tufi H, 2012)
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This question is relevant today because European governance increasingly operates across multiple
levels. Citizens simultaneously evaluate trust in local, national, and supranational institutions, and
the legitimacy of European integration depends in @amvhether trust in EU institutions forms a
distinct attitudinal dimension or is embedded within broader national trust structures. ldentifying
current trust dimensions therefore provides insight into how Europeans conceptualize authority and
responsibiliy in multi-level governance systems, and whether patterns differ across regions and
national contexts.

1.3 The structure of the report

Together, these questions structure the empirical analyses presented in the repatn Lty
estimation addresses the first question; trajectory clustering addresses the second; polychoric factor
analysis of the 2025 survey addresses the third.ddsign allowsisto connect longerm histor-

ical developments with contemporary trust structures and social divides, providing a comprehen-
sive assessment of institutional trust in Europe.

The report is organized inseverakchaptersChapterl has introduced the motivation for studying
institutional trust, presented Europe as a comparative setting for analyzing trust variation, and for-
mulated the research questions guiding the anal@iapter2 reviews existing theoretical and
empirical research on institutional trust in Europe. It summatiemain theoretical approaches,
documeng key empirical findings on lonrgun trendsandpostcommunisttrajectories anddenti-
fiesthe principal kwledge gaps that the present report seeks to ad@tesgter3 describes the

data sources and analytical methods used in the study. It introduces the harmoniteuadrend
dataset covering the period 192025, the 2025 crossectional survey, the regional classification
employed in the analyses, and the stiasttechniques used to estimate trends, identify country
trajectories and clusters, uncover latent trust dimensions, and examinglesmcigraphic group
differencesChapter4 presents the loyterm trend analyses. It documents Europedate patterns

in institutional trust since 198ihdcompares regional trajectori€shapter Sdentifies clusters of
countries with similar trust dynamiagShapter 6 focuses on contemporary trust structures using the
2025 crosssectional survey. It analyzes the dimensional structure of institutional trust across Eu-
rope, regions, and countrigdhapter7 concludes the report.
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2 Existing Research

Before proceeding on with our report, we stop for a while to discuss what the current literature has

to tell us about the topic of institutional truBesearch on institutional trust hasreased signifi-

cantly since the 2000s (sBeurel), both for reasons that have to do with the increased demand

for academic publications, and for reasons that have to do with an increased interest in the topic
(for a detailed discussion of this trend, seete

FigurelAr t i cles containing Atrusto 1 nr2028et adat a, Sco
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2.1 Theories of institutional trust

The existing institutional trust literature can be summarized as belonging to ttmeeopartially
overlapping perspectives. The fi(Bbm an economic/rational perspectiugerpretsrust adased

on the evaluation of institutional performan€ée secondfrom a social/cultural perspective) un-
derstands trust as linkeddaltural orientations and social capital, wha#finegeneralized expec-
tations about others and about institutions. The tfirmnm a political perspective) se&sist as
linked tobroader questions of political legitimacy, distinguishing between support for incumbents,
institutions, and the political regime as a whole.

It should be mentioned that these perspectavesiot mutually exclusivas n practice, mositud-
ies understandrust as an outcome of both shortediumterm evaluations and longeerm pre-
dispositions, operating within institutional contexts tinfftuencehow citizens attribute responsi-
bility. What differs across tiseperspectives is tliremain focus the time horizon of change they
expect, and the mechanisms through which trust is built and eroded.
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2.1.1 Performance-based

Many studies of institutional trust define it as a judgment about how well institutions work. From

this perspective, trust is not a fixed attitude but a reasoned evaluation. Citizens observe how insti-
tutions perform, evaluate whether procedures are fadt,update their trust accordingly. When
institutionsoffer public services effectively, manage crises competently, and act impartially, trust
tends tancreaseWhen institutions appear inefficient, corrupt, or unresponsive ténds teerode.
Theappelh of this perspective comes from the fact
everyday interactions with the institutions that are being evaluated. This mechanism leads to de-
veloping trust when peopl e 0 soreevagopimgidistiust when c o n |
the expectations are not confirmed.

Comparative analysexd Europan countrieshow that trust is shaped by both performance out-
comes i.e.economic conditions and policy effectiveness) and procedural evaluatefarfhess,
transparency, and lack of corruptioB)tizens distinguish between these two componentsraad

them as separate, #mat both independently predict trust in political institutions (van der Meer &
Hakhverdian, 2017)rom this perspective, trust is more than simple satisfaction; it is determined
by citizens jud@ng institutions against normative standards of good governance.

In this framework{trust matters because it functions as a political heunstaognitive shortcut
When citizens trust institutions, they are more willing to accept pohaitsuncertainoutcomes
to comply with regulations, and to grant authorities discretion in managing public aff¢ies
people expedhstitutionsto actcompetently and in good faitthere is aeduedneed for constant
monitoring and contestation (Levi & Stoker, 200Dgclining trust in turn, generateskeptical
citizens whoresist policy initiatives even when ghightalign with their interests (Hetherington,
2005).

At the same timeperformancebased explanations of trust recognize ffexformance signals do

not operate in a vacuum. Citizens must be abjeraperlyattribute responsibility for outcomes,

and they must receive information about institutional behavior through media and political dis-
course. Where responsibiligftribution is more difficult (e.g. inaalition governments on multi-

level governance systemsitizens also have a more difficult time in basington performance

and in rewarding the levantpolitical actorswith it. Thisis particularly relevant in the European
context,where national and EU institutions share authositythattrust may shift across govern-
ance levels rather than simply rising or falling in parallel.

This is the main perspectiver short/mediumterm changes in institutional trust. It explains why
trust declines during economic crises, corruption scandals, or policy failureslsamdhy it may
recover when governance improvidas a more difficult time, however, in explainiwgy some
societieexhibithigher trust over long periods even when they experience similar siutksal
and sociakapitalperspectives are better suited at explaining such.cases

2.1.2 Cultural/social capital

Studies that belong to this perspective start from the assumption that &gsnsral orientation
toward others and toward collective lifethis assumption is true, theocieties differ in theitrust
cultures,which areshaped by historical experience, social norms, and patterns of interpersonal
cooperation. Institutional trust imderstood aan extension of these deeper social predispositions.

Putnamds research on soci al cMakingtDanhocracgWogkx e mp |
Putnamargued that dense networks of civic association and norms of reciprocity foster cooperative
behavior and effective governance, which in turn sustagtin public institutions (Putnam, 1993).
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Where people are accustomed to cooperating, volunteering, and participating in community life,
trusting institutions becomes a natural extension of trusting otbh&lemer also contributed to this
perspective, by arguing that most pedpidd a stable belief about wheth@herscan be trusted.

He characterizes this as a moral outlplglarned early in life and relatively resistant to stierin
political events (Uslaner, 2002). Frdms perspectiveinstitutional trust reflects whether citizens
believe that public officials are likely to act in good faith rather than exploit their power.

As the field developed, some authors argued that the causality should be inversed: it is not trusting
citizens that create good institutions; itngpartial and fair institutionthatcan create trustful citi-

zens. Rothstein and Stolle argue that when public institutions treat citizens fairly and predictably,
individuals infer that others are also likely to follow rules, leading to higher generalized trust (Roth-
steinand Stolle, 2008)In the end, researchers have come to a moasced conclusion. Social

and cultural predispositions matter, especiallgxplaining why countries differ in baseline trust
levels over long period#it the same timehese predispositions themselheesshaped by institu-

tional experiences. Trust is therefore neither fully inherited nor fully situational: it is the product
of long-run institutional histories interacting with contemporary performance.

Thisperspectivés particularly relevant for Europa region that includes not ojordic countries

with long histories of impartial administration and low corruptieith high social and institutional
trust but also pstcommunist countriesyith historically coercive and unaccountabllate insti-

tutions and withdivergent trajectoriesf trustas institutional reforms took hol&uchpatterns

cannot be explained by performance or culture alone; they reflect their interaction.

2.1.3 Political legitimacy

The third perspective interpratsstitutional trust within broader debates about political legitimacy.
Institutionaltrust ismore tharan evaluation of current performance or a reflection of social pre-
dispositionsit is interpretedas a belief that institutions have the right to govern. Trust signals that
citizens accept political authority as appropriate and are willing to comply even whes theyo t
necessarily agreeith specific decisionsThis perspective is based Bna s t (@975 distinction
between specific support (approval of incumbents and current authorities) and diffuse support (at-
tachment to institutions and the political regime). Institutional trust belongs primarily to the domain
of diffuse supportallowing politicalsystems to endure periods of dissatisfaction with governments
without sliding into regime rejection.

Starting from Nastos®s diogtki mat ican,t ioctizehs ci t i
have become more demanding and skeptical of political elites while still supporting democratic
principles (Norris, 1999; Norris, 2011). Declining trust in political institutions does not automati-
cally imply democratic breakdowrasit may reflect rising expectations and increased scrutiny
changing the evaluation framéetlong periods otustained low trusespecially when combined

with widespreagberceptios of unfairness or corruptipcan weaken the foundations of democratic
stability.

This perspective is helpful imderstanding muHievel governance in Europas d@tizens mayhave
different levels of trust fofocalnationalsupranationalnstitutions Conflicts betweerifferent

levels of authoritystrategic institutional scaggoating,unclear responsibility, or perceptions of
distant decisionrmaking can generate legitimacy challenges for EU institutions. Understanding
stitutionaltrust in Europe requires analyzing not only performance but also how citizens interpret
the approprieeness of authority across governance layeng. legitimacy approaclis a bridge
between micrdevel trust attitudes and maelevel democratic resiliencexplainingwhy trust is
politically consequential
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As it should be clear from the discussion in this sectiorsimgle perspectiveanfully explain
trust dynamicsas institutional trusts createdrom the interaction of inherited social predisposi-
tions, accumulated institutional experiences, andtnes evaluations of governance. Tlap-
proachinforms the analytical strategy of the present report, which combinegdangrend anal-
ysis, trajectorybased comparisons, and contemporary giditfprence analyses an attempto
captureas much as posdefrom thethree layers of trust formation.

2.2 Empirical findings on trust in Europe

Empirical research on institutional trust in Europe has expanded quickly over the past two decades,
supported by two especially important infrastructures: the European Social Survey (ESS) and the
Eurobarometer. Togetheiith other research projecthese infrastructuresave enabled research-

ers to track trust in core political institutions (parliaments, parties, politicians, governments) and in
EU-level institutions (European Parliament, European Commission, the EU as a whole), and to link
changes in trugb macroeconomic conditions, governance performance, and major political crises.

While some European countries exhibit stable differences in baseline trust levels,caithiry

trust is far from static. It responds to political performance, institutional reforms, and crisis events.
Trust in Europe is best understood not as a unifoontinental trend but as a set of diverging
national and regional trajectories shaped by shared shocks and distinct institutional histories.

One of the most robust findings is that citizens distinguish clearly between different types of insti-
tutions. Representative political bodies such as parties, parliaments, and politicians tend to attract
lower and more volatile trust than implementing ilngions such as courts, police, or public ad-
ministrations. This pattern appears across most European countriesingfleetfact that repre-
sentative institutions are closely associated with political conflict, broken promises, and responsi-
bility for unpopular policies, whereas implementing institutions are more often evaluated in terms
of procedural fairness and competence. This institutional differentiation has important implications
for democratic legitimacy: dissatisfaction with political actors dagsutomatically translate into
rejection of the state or the democratic regime, but persistent distrust in representative institutions
can weaken the quality of representation and open space fastatilishment appeals (Dalton,
2004; HoogheindDassmneville, 2018; Valgardsson et al., 2025).

At the same time, Europse characterized by significantossnational variation. Nahern Euro-
peancountries have consistently ranked among the highestt societies, combining hidhust n
political institutions with strong generalized social trust. Western European countries typically
show moderate but relatively stable trust levels. Southern European coustradly have lower

and more volatile trust, reflecting fragmented party systems, weaker administrative traditions, and
recurring political dses.Lastly, Central and Eastern European countries entered thel 83t
period withdifferent levels ofinstitutional trust, shaped by experiences of authoritarian rule and
state socialismgnd have continued aliverging pathsin some cases, trust improveddasnocratic
institutions consolidated and governance improved, vihitghers trust has stagnated or declined

in connection with corruption scandals, democratic backsliding, or economic insecurity (Mishler
andRose, 2001; Peg | e cahd@uldker, D17; RothsteirandStolle, 2008).

These regional regulariti@se doubled bgtrongnational specificity. Countries exposed to similar
external shocks have often responded differeiatlgievelopment best observed duringglubal
financial crisis. In several Southern European countries, trust in national political institutions
crashedduring austerityyhile recovery has been slow andt alwayscomplete. In contrast, some
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Northern and Western European countries experienced only moderate atidatiomist declines.

Central and Eastern European countries displayed mixed responses, depending on institutional re-
silience, corruption control, and political stability. Thestgras support the broader conclusion

that trust reacts to cristriven performance signals, but that the magnitude and persistence of these
reactions depend on pexisting institutional credibility and governance quality (Armingeod
Guthmann, 2014;dsterandFrieden, 2017; van Erkanhdvan der Meer, 2016).

The COVID19 pandemica different type of crisigroduced a different dynamic. In many Euro-
pean countries, trust in governments and public authorities increased at the onset of tlze crisis,
rally aroundthe flag effecin the face of external threat and uncertaiBiyt this has been only an
unevenshortlived effect astrust returedto precrisis levels once emergency measures became
politicizedandfatigue set in. This episo@®nfirmed thansight that institutional trust is sensitive

not only to djective performance outcomes but also to perceptions of fairness, transparency, and
accountability in crisis management (Bol et al., 2021; Esaiasson et al., 2020; Kritzinger et al., 2021).

Another important empiricdinding reflects the compleselationshipbetween national and supra-
national trust in Europe. Citizens do meactuniformly across all governance levelsust in EU
institutionssometimesmoves in parallel with trust in national institutions during periods of eco-
nomic or political stress, but it can also divergden responsibility for outcomes is attributed
differently. During the Eurozone crisis, forstance trust in EU institutions declined sharply in
countries where European actors were perceived as imposing unpopular austerity measures, while
in some Central and Eastern European countries EU institutions retained higher trust than domestic
ones, reflectig perceptions of the EU as a guarantor of governance standards. These findings high-
light that institutional trust in Europe is structured by a meitel political order and cannot be
reduced to purely national dynamics (Holmidde Vries, 2016; HooghandMarks, 2009; Ser-

ricchio et al., 2013).

Finally, empirical research hasso offered evidenceat trust is socially distributed. Lower trust

in political institutions isusuallyassociated with lower education, lower income, economic inse-
curity, and peripheral territorial locations, though the magnitude of these divides varies across
countries. Thesdifferencesdn trust have becomguite importanin recent years, as political mo-
bilization by populist and ang@stablishment actors has often drawn support from groups express-
ing strong distrustn political institutionsThe evidence suggests that social stratification of trust

is a central feature of European posti¢tioogheand Dassonneville, 2018; Zmeréindvan der

Meer, 2017).

Summing upinstitutional trust in Europe is neither in uniform decline nor permanently fixed. It is
anchored in longerminstitutional historiesinfluencedby crisisdriven performance evaluations,
differentiated across types and levels of institutions, and unequally distributed across social groups.
These findings underline the importancecombiningshortterm snapshots and static regime ty-
pologieswith integrated analyses that trace national trust trajectories over time, identify dynamic
country clusgers, and link longun patterns with contemporary trust structures.
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2.3 Knowledge gaps

Despite the richness of existingsearchtwo significant gaps remain in the comparative study of
institutional trust in Europe. These gaps concern, first, the lack of harmonizexutotrgnd syn-
thesis, and second, the absence of dynamic cotggigne classifications based on trust trajecto-
ries. Theexisting researchuffers from the quasibsence of comprehensive, harmoniaedlyses

of long-termtrajectories of trusicross European countries and institutiMegardsson et al, 2025
represents one Weimed exception)Most empirical studies rely on single survey programsn

limited time windows defined by specific research questions. While these studies have produced
valuable insights into particular periods and institutional objects, they do not provide an integrated
view of trust dynamics across multiple decadesltiple countries, anthultiple institutionsMost
existing research often provides fragmented evidence, making it difficult to distinguish between
shortterm fluctuations and lontem structural shifts in institutional trust.

Thedata that we use in this report, IlRUEDEM longterm trend datasgdirectly addresses this

gap by harmonizing trust indicators from all major European survey infrastructures from 1980 to
2025. By integrating EVS, WVS, ESS, ISSP, Eurobarometer, and regional barometer series into a
single countryyear panel, the datasetadres systematic loagin analysis of institutional trust

across countries and institutions. The analyses presented in this report therefore move beyond pe-
riod-specific studies and far a continuougl6-yearmapping of European trajectoriektrust This

provides the empirical foundation fproperlyassessing trust in Europe.

A second major gap concerns the lack of dynamic classifications of European countries based on
trust trajectories. Existing typologies of European political syses$ypically constructed from
institutional or economic characteristiegdthoughthese typologies are theoretically grounded and
widely used, they are statiassuminghat countries belong to fixed regime familiasad do not
incorporate how public attitudes toward institutions evolve over time.

Empirical trust research has shown thailar countries carfollow different trust trajectorigs
particularly in response to crises, governance reforms, corruption scandals, or democratic backslid-
ing. Despite this empirical observatioaxisting comparativestudiesrarely attempt to classify
countries based on observed trust trajectories, rather than-olefpred institutional categories.

As a result, we lack a systematic understanding of whether European countries form distinct trust
regimes charactared by similar longerm patterns of institution&ust

We address this gap by applying trajectddysed clustering methods to letggm country time

series of institutional trust. Instead of assuming regime types a priori, we identify groups of coun-
tries whose trust levels have evolved in similar ways over the past four decades. This approach
allows us to examine whether conventional eegi or institutional typologies align with empiri-

cally observed trust regimes, or whether new, substantively meaningful groupings emerge. In doing
so,we provide a dynamic caury classification grounded in observed trust behavior, rather than

in static institutional attributes alone.

Overall, through our analytic approach we addtksgyapsve identified, placing this repoat the
intersection of performandeased, cultural, and legitimatasedstudies while adding a new dy-
namic comparative perspective that has so far been missing from the European trust likerature.
the next baptemwe describe& harmonized longitudinal dataset covering four decades of trust meas-
urements and a new 2025 crgextional survey, along with an analytical strategy designed to
capture both longerm trajectories and contemporary trust structures. Subsequent chapters use
these to document European, regional, and national trends; to identify clusters of countries with
similar trust dynamics; and to examine theensionf trust in 2025.
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3 Data and Methods

This chapter describes the data sources and analytical procedures we used in the report. The em-
pirical strategy combines a longitudinal perspective, capturing changes in institutional trust in Eu-
ropean countries from 1980 to 2025, with a cresstional pespective, providing detailed infor-

mation on trust structures and social divides in 2025. Bringing together these two data components
allows us to examine both lostigrm dynamics and contemporary patterns of institutional trust, and

to link historical tragctories with current attitudinal structures.

The chapter proceeds as follows. In the first two section we describe the two datasets, including
their coverage, harmonization procedures, and key methodological choices in data preparation. We
explain, then, the regional classification we used andetsrétical justification. The next section
outlines our analytical strategy, detailing the statistical techniques we applied in trend estimation,
clustering, dimensional analysis, and group comparisons. The chapter concludes with a brief note
on software tols and implementation.

3.1 Long-term trend dataset (19802023)

The analysis of longerm dynamics of institutional trust in Europe is based primarily ohdhe-

Term Trends of Political Trust Dynamidsat aset devel oped within the
Ghica, Radu, 2023b). The dataset was designed to provide harmonized longitudinal indicators of
trust in political and social institutions across European countries from 1980 to 2023, with the goal

of allowing systematic analyses of changes in institutional trust over extended time periods and
across national contexts.

The dataset combines information from the main international comparative survey programs that
have repeatedly measured institutional trust in European countries over the past four(@ecades
ropean Values Study (EVS), World Values Survey (WVS), European Social Survey (ESS), Inter-
national Social Survey Programme (ISSP), Eurobarometer (Standard, Special, Flash, CEEB, and
CCEB series), New Europe Barometer (NEB), Central and Eastern Euidaesaneter (CEEB),
Applicant and Candidate Countries Eurobarometer5B)E The original dataset included data up

to 2023, the year it was published (§égure2). For the purposes of this report, we have extended

the temporal coverage up to 2025, using the available Eurobarometer surveys and the 2025 cross
sectional online survey collected in the TRUEDEM project.

Figure2 shows a map of Europe indicating the number of years for which trust measurements are
available in each country. This highlights both the broad geographical scope of the dataset and the
uneven historical depth of coverage across countries. In its cuaesnn, the dataset offers har-
monized data for more than 90 indicators of political and social trust in European countries from
1980 to 2025.

For this report we have kept in analysis only the countries that had sufficient data for the measures
of political trust we are analyzing in the report. Thus, the report analyzes trust data for the following
30 European countries: Austria, Belgium, Bulgafroatia, Cyprus, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia,
Finland, France, Germany, Great Britain, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Lux-
embourg, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland, and Ukrake.

We are using for our analyses thpdnt scale harmonized indicators of trust available in the-long
term trend dataset, focusing on the percentage of respondents expressing trust in each institution.
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This yields continuous couniryear indicators ranging from 0 to 100 percent, enabling direct com-
parison across surveys, countries, and years.

For several countries and years, more than one survey measured trust in the same institution. This
occurs when different survey programs field comparable questions in the same calendar year or
when repeated waves of a survey take place within a shosaht&o ensure that each couritry

year contributes only one observation per institution, all harmonized trust measures observed
within the same country and year are averaged to produce a single annual data point. This approach
prevents overepresentationfacountries or years with dense survey coverage and reduces idio-
syncratic survey noise arising from sampling variation or minor wording differences. This aggre-
gation procedure is standard, and it is used in other longitudinatsuossy harmonization pro-

jects, including the OECD Trust Database (OECD, 2017), Varieties of Democracy (Coppedge et
al ., 2020), or the Global State of Democracy
observations assumes that surveys fielded within the same yeanecdyat same underlying pop-

ulation attitude. Minor residual inconsistencies in question wording or fieldwork timing may re-
main. In addition, averaging may smooth sHert shocks in trust linked to rapidly unfolding
political e v e nt sus ordongeem dyrtarhies overefquiodedades thi$ loss of
high-frequency variation is considered acceptable.

Figure 2 Coverage in the Long@erm Trends of Political Trust Dynamics dataset

Survey Years
W:=35

[l 30-35

I 25-30
20-25
15-20
<15

N

e S
; ‘Bosnia

and Herz.

Map source: TWwO238BH, Ghi ca, Radu

19


http://www.truedem.eu/

%, TRU E www.truedem.eu
\\ } Trust in European Democracies
g
D

Survey fieldwork does not occur in every country in every year. To allow visualization of contin-
uous trajectories and implementation of tisezies clustering algorithmage decided to applyn-

ear interpolation between adjacent observed years to estimate missing annual ieduasthod

does notodify theoriginal observed data pointsjuist provides estimated values filoseyears

without direct survey measurementesed on the assumption that the changes from one year to
the next are lineaWe u® interpolated data onlpr trend visualization and trajectory analysis.
Linear interpolation of missing data to construct continuous national time series is standard practice
in major comparative projects (see, for instance, Coppedge 2020 or Kaufmann, Kraay, and
Mastruzzi, 2010).

3.2 2025 crosssectional survey

To complement the loagerm trend analysis, we also use in the report data fron2@2é
TRUEDEM Online Survey(Haerpfer, Norris, and Kizilova, 2025)his survey provides a cress
sectional snapshot of institutional trust, social trust, and political attitudes across European coun-
tries in 2025. The survey was implemenosdine, administered to nationalsepresentativadult
samples ir4 European Union countries (we have excluded the three member countries with pop-
ulation under one million: Cyprus, Luxembourg, and Maltsihg a commomethodologyand
coordinated fieldwork procedureSor more details, see Haerpfer, Norris, and Kizilova (2025).

The 2025 survey covers 24 Europé&amon member counies Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia,
Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia,
Lithuania, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, and Sweden. The
survey was conducted onlingith questionnaires administered in national languages. The dataset
includes pststratification weights to adjust for minor deviations from populadistributions

The questionnaire includes an extensive battery of trust quesfiensclude in our analyses in

this report only indicators of trust in political institutions at the local, regional, national, or supra-
national level. More specifically, we use indicators of trust in the government, the regional govern-
ment, the parliamenpolitical parties, justice, the head of state, the head of government, elections,
the army, the church, the European Commission, the European Parliament, the European Council,
and the Urted Nations.

In addition to trust indicators, the survey also includes measures of perceived institutional perfor-
mance, media use, political participation, democratic preferences, populist attitudes, ahd socio
demographic characteristics. We use some of these variabsr sections in the report to ex-
amine social divides in trust.

3.3 Regional classification

While the data we use are collected at country level {teng trends) or within countries (20
crosssectional survey), we are not going to restrict our analyses only at country level; we are also
analyzing the trends and patterns of trust at the level of the whole European Union, as well as the
level of several European regions. Comparative rekean political institutions and public atti-

tudes has shown that European countries are not independent observations. They belong to broader
historical and instutional families defined byshared state traditions, welfare regimes, patterns of
economic development, and experiences of democratization.
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We decided to group the countries we analyze into four regions: Northern Europe, Western Europe,
Southern Europe, and Central and Eastern Europe. We will use this classification consistently in
all sections of the report, in an attempt to uncover if ceesiwith similar institutional contexts

also display similar levels, trajectories, and structures of institutional @t@iping countries into
regions provides a useful intermediate level of comparison betale&uropean averages @n
national case stlies.It should be noted that our grouping of the countries in these regions does not
imply the regions are perfectly homogenous. The groupings we have selectededyaised ty-
pologies in comparative political scienteat identify persistent similarities across European coun-
tries.Analyses at theagionallevel will complement countrevel analyses

The fourregion classificatiorwe use is based on typical classifications usecbmparative re-
searchNorthern European countri@@enmark,Finland, andSwedernin this reporf are commonly

treated as a distinct cluster characterized by high state capacity, universalistic welfare regimes, low
corruption, and high levels of social and institutional {rasaracteristics that are linkéal stable
democratic performance and high confidence in public institutions (RotlastdiStolle, 2008;

Kumlin andRothstein, 2010).

Western European countriesustria, Belgium, France, Germany, Great Britain, Ireland, Luxem-
bourg, Netherlands, and Switzerland in this repsitare longestablished democratic institutions,
mature welfare states, and relatively high administrative capatigy.typically display moderate

to highlevels oftrust in institutions and relatively stable letegym trajectories, making them a
coherent reference group in comparative analyses (Norrig).201

Southern European countrigdyprus, Greece, Italy, Malta, Portugal, and Spain in this repoet
frequently identified as a separate cluster in welfare regime theory and studies of political legiti-
macy. These countries combine later democratic consolidation with more fragmented state institu-
tions and historically lower interpersonal and insiitodl trust.Previous studies shotliey expe-
rienced sharper declines institutional trustduring economic and political crises, followed by
partial recoveries (AningeonandBaccaro, 2012Foster and Frieden, 20117

Finally, Central and Eastern Europezountries(Bulgaria, Croatia, Czechia, Estonia, Hungary,
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Ukraine in this)repare the ex-
perience of postommunist democratic transition. The collapse of state socialism produced ini-
tially low trust in political institutions, followed by divergent rebuilding trajectories shaped by
economic reforms, EU accession, and varying elegjrof democratic consolidation. Numerous
studies document distinctive trust patterns in poshmunist Européy comparisoro older de-
mocracies (MishleandRose, 2001; Pegleché&HandTucker, 2017).

3.4 Analytical strategy

In order to simplify the presentation of our analyses in the rest of the report, we have decided to
describe in more detail in this section the analyses that we ran. We structured our analyses around
six complementary components: LOESS trend estimation fordamgisualization, regional ag-
gregation, country trajectory profiles, trajectory clusteripmychoric factor analysis of trust di-
mensions in 2025, and grogiifference models using both descriptive and adjusted comparisons.

For the longterm analysedyust is measured as the percentage of respondents expressing trust in
an institution (0100).Annual series are constructed from harmonized survey measures, averaged
within years when multiple observations exist, and linearly interpolated for missing years to sup-
port continuous trend visualization and trajectory methods. For the 2025 surveytemssare
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measured on a-goint Likert scale from 1 (low trust) to 4 (high trust). \tveatedthese variables
as ordinal variables fahedimensional analysis and as quesntinuous measures for descriptive
and adjusted group comparisons.

Trend estimation. To summarize trust trajectories, we use LOESS smoothing (locally estimated
scatterplot smoothing) to estimate Horear trends over time. LOESS fits local regressions within
moving neighborhoods of the time axis and then stitches these local fits mtwthcurve. This
approach is well suited to sun4ppsed time series because it can capture gradual shifts, turning
points, and longer cycles without imposing a fixed functional form (Cleveland, 19/&8lse
LOESS trends for visual interetation rather than causal inference. The smoothing parameter is
held constant within each figure type to ensure comparability across countries and regions. Where
data density is limited (early yearsrmost casgswe take a cautious approach in interpreting the
curves using them mostly to indicabwoad directional patterns.

Regional aggregation To complement countrevel trends, we also estimate trajectories at the

level of four regions: Northern Europe, Western Europe, Southern Europe, and Central and Eastern
Europe. The main goals of the regional analyses are to simplify the interpretatiocanngaring

many countries over long periods and to tests if countries with similar institutional and historical
setups show similar trust dynamics. We compute the regional and European trends as the mean of
countryyear trust valuesvithin each corresponding region. Since regional averages can conceal
divergence within regions, we always interpret them together with country trajectories and by com-
parison to trends in other regions.

Country trajectories. We also presentotintry trajectories to document national patterns and to
identify deviations from regional or European averagesig one or more of the following dis-

plays: (1) ®wservedandinterpolated country series (country lines) to show {angmovement(2)

country smalmultiples (one panel per country, consistent axes) to facilitate systematic conparison
(3) country deviations from regional meatashighlight divergence and convergenééhen inter-

preting the country trajeaties, we keep in mind that volatility may be caused by sparse data in
some cases, so we tend to focus on what we consider to be robust patterns. The country trajectories
alsoprovidethe empirical basis for the clustering approaeh discuss next

Trajectory clustering. To identify groups of countries with similar trust dynamics over tivee,
usetrajectory clusteringisingthe countrylevel time seriess input dataOur goal isto identify
possiblee mpi ri cal | y gr o u.e dreugofountriessheshowsnglar roregtern
patterns in levels and/or changes of truge compute this viaierarchical clusteringisingatra-
jectory distance measure based on similarity of entire time series (shaperanderoent) ana
Wardtypelinkage rule that tends to produce compact clugteasifman and Rousseeuw, 1990)

In clustering, we opted to emphasize the shape of the trajectory (similar rises and declines regard-
less of level) rather than the level (low / average / high trust), the reasoning behind being that the
shape contains more information than the level anditbaan add information on the level at any
moment in our interpretation based on the country trajectories. Thigsamdardizethe trajecto-

ries prior to clustering Given that we have 30 countries in our analysis, we explodsters

solutions andssessed their interpretability usiclgsteraverage trajectories and country member-

ship stability.Readers that are less familiar with clustering should keep in mind that clussering
anexploratorytype of analysis,as | ust er s ar e n oathefahatytica toolstvat egor
do use the results of the clustering analysea structured summary of patterns rather than a de-
finitive classification.
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Polychoric factor analysis The 2025 crossectional survey contains multiple trust items meas-
ured on ordinal response scalesorder toidentify latent dimensions of institutional truste use
polychoric factor analysig2olychoric correlations estimate the association between ordinal varia-
bles under the assumption that each observed item reflects a discretized version of a continuous
latent response. This the recommendeapproach when items have a small number of ordered
categories (such amur data measured using4point Likert scale), because Pearson correlations

can underestimate associatignssed on ordinal measures with skewed distribut{@isson, 1979;
HolgadoTello et al., 2010).

We use the @lychoric correlation matrices as inpiata then we run exploratofgctor analyes

(EFA) to identify the number and meaning of trust dimensiovis extract the factors based on
eigenvalues (using the value of 1 as threshold) and we uddigneorotation (oblimin)because

we have the dimensions of institutional trust tocberelated We run these analysésr Europe

overall, each region, and each country, to assess the stability and comparability of trust structures

In interpreting the factorial solutions, we focus loading patterns, factor correlations, ahe
conceptual coherence of institution grouping treat the fferenceswe identifyacross regions
and countries as substantive results, not as statistical noise.

3.5 A word on software

We conducted all our analysasing R (version 4.0). For longitudinal data processing, interpo-
lation, and LOESS smoothinge usedstandard data manipulation and visualization packages
(dplyr, tidyr, andggplot?. For ime-series restructuring and panel constructi@nusedidyr and
zoofor interpolation of missing year§.or trajectory clusteringve usedhierarchical clustering
routines from base R, supported by clustgidation tools from factoextra
(https://doi.org/10.32614/CRAN.package.factoextkor mlychoric correlations and exploratory
factor analyses for ordinal trust item® usedthe psych(https://doi.org/10.32614/CRAN.pack-
age.psychpackage, which provides established routines for polychoric correlation estimation and
factor extraction appropriate for Likettpe variables. Oblique factor rotations were implemented
using builtin rotation procedures within the same framework.
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4 Trajectories of trust

In analyzing longierm trajectories of institutional trust, we start from the observation that citizens
do not relate to all institutions in the same way. Institutions differ in the level at which they operate,
the functions they perform, and the kinddegjitimacy they draw upon. Comparative studies on
political attitudes consistently show that people form different evaluative judgments toward differ-
ent institutions, rather than expressing a single undifferentiated orientation toward all institutions.
Grouping institutions into specific categories will allow readers an easier interpretation of trajec-
tories of truseind a better understanding of the institutions thatliaveng legitimacy dynamicn

a broader sense

We have decided to structure our analysis on a classifiga@bmeflects three underlying distinc-
tions emphasized in theustliterature:

1 level of governance (supranational, national, lotstitutiong
1 institutional function (representative, implementing, informatiamstitutiong
1 symbolic or identitybased authority.

Each of theselistinctionsis widely used in research on political support and legitimacy, #ven
specific terminologiemightdiffer a bit(Weatherford, 1992; Scharpf, 1999; Papadopoulos, 2010).
Based on the selected classification, we analyze here trust in 20 institutions, grouped in five differ-
ent categories which we briefly describe below.

Supranational institutions. Supranational institutionshe European Union, the European Parlia-
ment, the European Commission, the United Nations, and NA&XErcise authority beyond the
nationstate. Trust in these bodies depends on perceptions of international cooperation,-problem
solving capacity, and shared sovereignty, but also on concerns about distance, democratic account-
ability, and complexity.

Previous studies of European governagcghasize that citizens evaluate supranational institu-
tionsdifferently from thenational onesasresponsibility for outcomes is ofteliffuseand political
contestation is mediated through domestic actors (Satheaca, 2000; HiandHgyland 2011).
Moreover trust in supranational institutions can follow trajectories that diverge from national trust,
particularly when international organizations become directly associated with controversial policy
interventionsor security commitments (Anderson, 1998; Hartevedoh der Meer, and Vrie2013).
Treating supranational institutions as a distinct category reflects the unique legitimacy challenges
of authority beyond the natiestate.

National/representative institutions (the governmentthe parliament, political parties, and poli-
ticiang form the institutional core of representative democratyeseare the primary objects of
electoral accountability and political competition, and the main channel through which citizens
experience democratic responsiveness.

Previous studieshow thathe representative institutions are especially vulnerable to distrust, be-
cause they embody political conflict, partisan rivalry, and unmet expectations éRrtdButnam,
2000). Trust in these institutions is closely linked to perceptions of political efficacy, representation
quality, and integrity of political elites. Their trajectories provide a direct indicator of how citizens
evaluate the functioning of demoticarepresentation over time.
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Local/implementing institutions (the courts, the police, local government, public administration)
operateasthe interface between citizens and the stdgeially, citizensevaluate them in terms of
fairness, professionalism, and service deliveayher than in ideological terms

Previous studies have shown that perceptionmpértial treatment and predictable enforcement
are keydeterminant®f trust insuchinstitutions (Gibson, Caldeir@andSpence, 2003; Tyleand
Jackson, 2014). Comparative governance studseshow thatrustin administrative and judicial
institutions is associated with perceived corruption control and bureaucratic quality (Kaufmann,
Kraay, andMastruzzi, 2010; Dahlstrém, LapuensadTeorell, 2012). Grouping these institutions
together captures a dingan of trust centered on state capacity and procedural jusbten
partisan politics.

Mass medidinformational institutions (the written press, radio, tv, the internet, social networks)
play a distinct role in modern democradm®sshapingpolitical information, franmg institutional
performance, and mediag public accountabilityThese institutions have the potentiairtttuence
how citizens form judgments about all other institutions.

Research on media credibility shows that trust in news organizations follows its own dynamics,
being influencedby technological changepartisan polarization, and concerns about misinfor-
mation {Tsfati, Strombéack and Fawzi202; FletcherandPark, 2017). Traditional broadcast and
print media typicallyhavedifferent trust trajectories than online and social media platforms, re-
flecting contrasting perceptions of professionalism and reliakality also differenaudiences
Treating media as a separate institutional category allewe uncovehow trust in information
intermaliariesis linkedto trust in political authority.

Symbolic institutions (the church, the armyjerivetheirlegitimacy nothecessarily frongovern-
ance performance bratherfrom their symbolidinks to rational identity and moral order. In Eu-
ropean societies, the church and the armed forcebarelevanexamples. They often stand out-
side routine political contestation and are associated with tradition, collective memotjeand
protection of thenational ommunity.Previous studies have shown teginbolic institutions can
maintain distinct trust pfides even whertrust in political institutions fluctuateslramatically
(Bruce, 2011Accorsi and Krebs, 2024At the same timeghanges in the functioning of these
institutions 6ecularization, professionalization of armed forces, and changinignaiNi&ry normg
have graduallghangedheir legitimacy. Their trajectoried trustoffer insight into deeper cultural
and identitybased transformations rather than shemnn political performance.

In the rest of the chapter, we will discuss the trajectories of trust for each of the 20 institutions,
grouped in the five categories we have already described. In order to not crowd the text with mul-
tiple figures, we will preserthe discussion first and then we will presenst trajectories for Eu-

rope as a wholdor the four European regions (Northern Europe, Western Europe, Southern Eu-

rope, and Central and Eastern Europe),armuntry level grouped at the end of the section.

Given the large number of institutions analyzed in the report, for each of the five groups of institu-
tions we discuss in more detail one institution which we consider representative for the group. For
the remaining institutions in the group we offer onlyrigf discussion, going in more details only

if the trajectory of trust requires it.

We believe that in this way we can reach a balance offering informative interpretations of the evo-
lution of trust without drowning the reader with minute details which do not fit the purpose of our
report. Readers interested in particular combinationssbitutions and countries which we do not
discuss in detail can use the figures in the chapter to gain more information.
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4.1 Supra-national institutions

The Europeathevel trajectory of trust in the European Uni@figure4) reveals a pattern of me-
dium-term fluctuationnot one ofmonotonic decline or steady growth. Beginning in the early 1990s,
slightly more than 50% of the Europeans hradt in the EUFrom this initial point, trustleclines
gradually during the 1990s, reaching a lom@himum duringthe midto-late 1990s. This period
coincides with the podWlaastricht phase of integration, when EU authority expaniéading to

an increase ipublic debats on democratic accountability and economic convergence. Vihile
graph cannot prove causalithe timing is conistentwith the interpretation ofjrowing public
ambivalence toward EU governance during this phase.

From the late 1990s to the r00s, trusincreass, peaking around the mi2000s. This upward
movement aligns with a period of economic expansion across most EU member states and the
optimism surroundinghe Eastern enlargementhig was followed, however, tg/pronounced de-

cline starting in thdate 2000s and continuing into the early 201#h thelowest point around

2013 2014. Thisdeclinecorresponds closely to the global financial crisis and the Eurozone sover-
eign debt crisis.

From the mid2010s onward, trust in the EU gradually recovers, with a noticeable upward trend
continuing through thenid-2020s. By the end of the series, #8vel trust has returned,tand
slightly surpassed, thearly 1990s levels. This recovery suggests that the -anisced loss of

trust in the EU was ngtermanent, and that EU institutional legitimaegsresilientonlongterm

Two general conclusions emerge fréigure4. First, trust in the EU is responsive to mapmiit-

ical and macra@conomic events, showing clear downturns during periods of systemic stress. Sec-
ond, despite volatility, there is no evidence of ktegn secular erosion dfust in theEU across
thewhole time seriesnsteadthe trajectory can be describedcgsles of decline and recovery.

Disaggregating the European trajectory imépectories across thieur regional cluster@-igureb)
reveals distinct regional dynamidSountry trajectoriesHigure 6) confirm that regional patterns
are not artifacts of averaging: they do reflect coherent colmigl movements, although in some
cases we can identify significant national deviations.

Northern European countrishowthe highesincrease irtrust levels Starting from the lowest

level of trust in the EU among the four regiottsstdeclines in the 1990&creaseafter 2000,

and shows a limitedeclineduring the Eurozone crisis years. From the-20d0s on, trust in-
creases, reaching its highest levetly end of the time serieBhe relative stability and high levels
oftrustintheELlar e consi stent with these counqualtyi eso6
governance, anlbng-standing legitimacy of public institutiondg.should be noted that the region
acted as a buffer against an even deeper decline during th@D0%period at the European level.

The trajectory of trust iWestern European countriessmostly similar to theEuropean average

trust declines in the 1990s, recovers in the early 2000s, falls significantly during the Eurozone crisis,
and rebounds gradually after 2015. By 2025, trust levels reguheir 1990s starting point. This

pattern suggests that Western Europe experienced the crisis as a temporary but substantial confi-
dence shock, followed by a recovery that restahedinitial legitimacy levelsAmong the nine
Western Europeaoountries included in analysis, two stand out with respect to the trajectory of
trust in the European Union. France is the only country in the group which shows a declining pat-
tern over the whole period of time. Austria shows an opposing trend, withnithgt EU signifi-

cantly increasing over the same time period. All other countries conform to varying degrees to the
general pattern of the region.
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The trajectory irBouthern Europis quite different Trust remains moderate through the 1990s and
early 2000s, theit shows the largest decline across the European regions from 2008 to its lowest
pointaround 201B82014.After 2015 trust begsto recover, and by 2025 it returceseto its pre

crisis level. The Southern European pattern reflects a highly-sgsstive trust regime, with large
changedut also recovery. Thresponse shown by the trajectory should not surprise, given that
Southern European countries have had a signifexgmsure to austerity, financial instability, and
politicized EU intervention ding the sovereign debt crisislost Southern European countries
show sharp Wshaped drops during the Eurozone crisis period. Cyprus, Greece, and Italy display
especially steep declines, none of the three countries recovering completely. Spain and Malta indi-
cate different patterns buy 2025 they manage to show levels of trust in the EU similar to the ones
recorded at the beginning of the 1990s. Portugal is the only country in the region which has signif-
icantly more trust in the EU in 2025 by comparisoth®1990s. These differences reflect national
variation in crisis severity and political instability but remain within a shared regional pattern.

Central and Eastern Euraggrecountrieshow a distinct pattercharacterized by the smallest vari-

ations over time among the four regionkis suggests a moderdtest, moderately volatile regime,
shaped by both EU accession optimism and later governance and corruption challenges within
some countriesThis region is more heterogenous than the others, in part because is includes the
largest number of countries (12). Mastuntriesshow risinglevels of trustafter EU accession

followed by moderate crisgrops and recoverieSome countried @tvia, Lithuania, Polandnan-

aged to recover the lost trust, whilners Bulgaria,Hungary, RomaniaSlovakia, Sloveniestill

show a deficit of trust in 2025 by comparison to accession leMdisr ai neds tr aj ect
distinct, reflecting its unique geopolitical and institutioclahracteristics in the group

Summing up, eross all countries, three common features standbulo country shows mono-

tonic longrun decline in EU trustThe countries that come closer to this model are Denmark,
Finland, Austria, and France, but even in these countries there are still minor ups and downs. (2)
Crisis periods produce synchronized downturnsthmrecovery speed differacross countrie€3)
Post2015 recovery is widespread, indicating restoration of EU legitiniarsyinteresting to note

in this context that we daot see strong changes in trust in the EU around the pandemic years.

The data presented in the three charts suggestrtisatin the EUresponds to key events:ajor
systemic shockgeneratéemporary declines, but trustinds tarecoveroncethe shocks disappear

The speed and shape of the recovery seem to be influenced by national institutional ddreexts.
four regions seem to be indicative of different regimes of trust in the EU: Northern Europe is high
trust and stable, Southern Europe is characterized by high volatility, Western Europe and Central
and Eastern Euromge moderate trust, but with more stability in the first case and more volatility

in the second.

There are two more EU institutioncluded in the data we analyze: trust in the European Parlia-
ment Eigure? - Figure9) and trust in the European Commissiéig(ire 10 - Figure12). Since

they are all part of the same institutional setup and keeping in mind that it is very likely that most
people do not have a very detailed knowledge of the European Union institutions, we are not going
to discuss these results in too much detail.

In terms of systematic differences, the most important one is that trust in the European Parliament
tends to be slightly higher than trust in the European Commission for most of the period of time
we analyzgseeFigure3). This suggests that people reward with more trust the role of the European
Parliament as the only directly elected EU institutibms interesting to note in this context that
starting with 2013 the largest gap is recorded in Southern Europe. This pattern reflects the distinct
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institutional roles played during the crisis period. The Commission became closely associated with
fiscal surveillance, bailout negotiations, and enforcement of austerity measures, while the Parlia-
ment remained largely removed from direct crisis management

Figure 3 Trust gap between the EU Parliament and the EU Commission

Trust gap between the European Parliament and the European Commission
Difference in % trusting (Parliament minus Commission)

-
o

Gap (percentage points)
[$2]

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020
Year

== Central & Eastern Europe Northern Europe == Southern Europe == Western Europe == NA

Trust in the European Commission is not only slightly lower, it also shows greater volatility, par-
ticularly during crisis years. The sharper decline of trust in the EU Commission during the Euro-
zone crisis reflects its central role in fiscal surveillarm@lout conditionality, and technocratic
intervention. These functions made it more directly associated with controversial crisis manage-
ment decisions, producing a deeper temporary legitimacy shock.

Taking together the three institutions, the data show they experienced parallel downturns during
periods of crisis and recoveries afterward, with more favorable evaluations for the European Par-
liament as a representative body, and more reputational ooste fEuropean Commission, &s
executive body.

In addition to EU institutions, we also analyze titust other supranational institutiortee United
Nationsi UN (Figurel3- Figurel5) and the North Atlantic Treaty OrganizatibdNATO (Figure
16 - Figurel8).

The Europewide LOESS trend for trust in NATO displays a different structure from trust in the
European Union, indicating a steady upward trajectory across the entire period. From an average
of less than 40% in the early 1990s, NATO trust rises almosincanisly, exceeding 50% by the

early 2020s and continuing its increase. There is no pronouncefinaostiatcrisis collapse, sug-
gesting that NATO legitimacy in Europe has been less sensitive to economic performance shocks
and more anchored in perceivestgrity guarantees and geopolitical developments. This should be
interpreted with care, however, as trust in NATO has not been measured every year and sometime
interpolations might hide existing but unmeasured variations in the missing years.
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Trust in the United Nations has a similar pattern to trust in the EU. Summarized, it looks like a +
5% variation around the 50% mark for the most part of the period we analyze. The UN appears as
a symbolic supranational institution, whose legitimacy flatds slightly but without the strong

crisis sensitivity visible in trust in the EU.

In terms of regional trajectories, Northern Europe shows the steepest increase in NATO trust,
reaching very high levels by the 2020s. This reflects both$tengding Atlanticist orientations and
heightened security concerns in the p2314 period. EU trst in this region also rises in the long

run, but less sharply. UN trust remains high and stable. Thus, Northern Europe exhibits a security
driven trust escalation, distinguishing NATO from other supranational bodies.

Western Europe displays moderate but consistent increases in NATO trust after 2005. Trust in the
UN looks quite stable over time, with minor variations around the 50% mark. These trajectories
indicate that Western European publics differentiate betwearoetdoepolitical integration (EU)

and defense integration (NATO), with NATO gaining renewed legitimacy after geopolitical shocks.

Southern Europe shows stable but low trust in NATO (around-83%). This contrasts with EU

trust, which displays strong crisiiven volatility in Southern Europe (notably the p2808 col-

lapse and pos2015 recovery). Trust in the UN follows a similaisis-sensitive pattern. Thus,
Southern Europe appears to maintain stable skepticism toward NATO, while evaluations of EU
and UN are responding to the economic context.

Central and Eastern Europe shows an increase of trust in NATO from low initial levels in the 1990s
to almost 50% aroun#é005, continuing telowly rise after 2014. UN trust remains moderate and
stable. This indicates that in CEE countries NATO has acquired exceptionally strong legitimacy,
consistent with its role in pesbmmunist security realignment.

The differencesliscussed here suggest citizens hafteationalperspective on supranational in-
stitutions the EU is evaluated partly as an economic and political governance actor, NATO
evaluatecprimarily as a security guarantavhile the UNis evaluateds a symbolic international

order institutionThis confirms that European publics do not evaluate supranational institutions as
a single undifferentiated category; instead, trust trajectories reflect the functional domain of each
institution.

As an additional conclusion, it seeseurity institutions have gained legitimacy across Europe,
especially in the pos2014 geopolitical environmenll theseresults suggest that future research
could differentiateif neededpetween governance, security, and symbolic global institutions.
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Figure 4 Trajectories of trust in the European UnidrEurope
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Figure 5 Trajectories of trust in the European UnibrEuropean regions
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Figure 6 Trajectories of trust in the European UniérCountries
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Figure 7 Trajectories of trust in the European Parliameriurope
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Figure 8 Trajectories of trust in the European ParliamérEuropean regions
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Figure 9 Trajectories of trust in the European Parliamé&nCountries
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Figure 10 Trajectories of trust in the European Commissidaurope
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Figure 11 Trajectories of trust in the European Commissidauropean regions

pean Democracies

Trust in the European Commission

Northern Europe Western Europe

100 100

75 75
S (=}
o o
| |
L 50 2 50 /\/
7] @
2 2
[ [

25 25

0 0

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025
Year Year
Southern Europe Central & Eastern Europe

100 100

75 75
<} S
o o
il i
L 50 \ S 50
b7} \ k7
2 2
= =

25 25

0 0

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

Year

Year

37


http://www.truedem.eu/

I\

%

N TRUE
\ / Trust in European Democracies
=

Figure 12 Trajectories of trust in the European CommissicBountries

www.truedem.eu

Trust in the European Commission

Denmark Austria Germany Luxembourg Cyprus Maita Bulgaria Estonia Lithuania Slovakia
100
0
Finland Belgium Great Britain Netherlands Greece Portugal Croatia Hungary Poland Slovenia
100
0
Sweden France Ireland Switzerland Italy Spain Czechia Latvia Romania Ukraine
100
0

1980
2025
1980
2025
1980
2025
1980
2025
1980
2025
1980
2025
1980
2025
1980
2025
1980
2025
1980
2025

38


http://www.truedem.eu/

100

75

Trust (0-100)
3

25

1980

e
2,
%

1985

\ / Trust in European Democracies
e

www.truedem.eu

Figure 13 Trajectories of trust in the United Nation&urope
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Figure 14 Trajectories of trust in the United Natioh€uropean regions
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Figure 15 Trajectories of trust in the United NatiohsCountries
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Figure 16 Trajectories of trust in the North Atlantic Treaty OrganizatioBurope
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Figure 17 Trajectories of trust in the North Atlantic Treaty OrganizatioBuropean regions
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Figure 18 Trajectories of trust in the North Atlantic Treaty OrganizatioGountries
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4.2 National / representative institutions

We have grouped in this category trust in gfoernment Eigure 19 - Figure 21), trust in the
parliament Figure 22 - Figure 24), trust in political partiegFigure25 - Figure27), and trust in
politicians (Figure 28 - Figure 30). Just as in the previous section, we will focus our analysis on
trust in the parliament, as the key representative institution in a democratic settiige govern-
ment, as the key executive institutiand we will discuss the other national institutions in less
detail and only where relevant.

At the aggregate European level, both trust in parliaments and trust in governments display non
linear longtermtrajectoriesTrust in parliament§Figure22) shows a slow and sustained decline

from the early 1980s through the late 2000s, reaching its lowest levels around@IR,dollowed

by a moderate recovery in the late 2010s and early 2020s. This pattern suggests a prolonged erosion
of confidence in repsentative institutions over nearly three decades, interrupted only by a partial
rebound after the acute phase of the financial and sovereign debt crises subsided. Importantly, the
recovery remains incomplete, and average trust in parliaments in th20&isl does not fully

return to earlyl980s levelslt should also be noted that the country lines on the graph suggest
increased variability across countries pp800, indicating that regional differences maysigmif-

icant.

Trust in governmentd$-igure19) showsa more volatile trajectory, with clearer cyclical movements.
From the mid1980s to the late 1990s, trust in governments increases across Europe, reflecting the
relative political and economic stability of the period. From the early 2000s onward, tilirstgiec

with the lowest levearound 20102013. A partial recovery follows after 201&yt without a full

return to precrisis levels.

Based on these two charts, it sedhmt trust in governments is more responsive to gkant
events, while trust in parliaments reflects slowwving structural trend3.he trajectories of trust
in parliament Figure23) and the governmenEigure20) at regional level offer additional infor-
mation.

Northern Europan countriegecordthe highestrelatively stablefrust in both parliaments and
governments. Parliamentary trust rises through the 1990s and early 2000s and declines only mildly
thereafter, remaining well above the European average. Government trust in Northern Europe also
remains high and stable, witimited crisisinduced volatility. This pattern reflects the leagtab-

lished hightrust equilibrium of Nordic governance systems.

Western Europeas a regiondisplays moderate but stable trust in both institutions. Parliamentary
trust remains largely flat over four decades, with only minor cyclical fluctuations. Trust in govern-
ments showslightly morevolatility, but overall, the trajectory is quite flaiVvestern European
democracies thus appear to maintain a stable baseline of institutional legitimacy, despite increasing
party system fragmentation and political volatility.

Looking at countrylevel trajectories Kigure 24 and Figure 21) we see quite a lot of variatio

France and the Netherlands show overall declining trust in both institutions, indicating increased
dissatisfaction of their with these institutions. Most countries show quite a lot of variation in trust

for the two institutions, with trust declining aretovering at different moments and with different

rates. In a way, this variability was to be expected, given that the aggregate trend was rather flat:
trust in the parliament and the government responds primarily to contextual, national events, which,
when aggregated across countries, tend to even out and result in a more or less aggregate curve. By
contrast to France and the Netherlands, Switzerland stands out as a country in which trust in
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national institutions (especially the government) has increased dramatically over the time period
included in the analysis.

Southern Europsuggestgyclical vulnerability. Trust in both parliaments and governments rises
until the early 2000s, collapses sharply during the financial and sovereign debt crises, and recovers
only partially thereafter. The depth and duration of the Southern Europearotiasse indicate a
systemic legitimacy shock affecting both institutions simultaneo@$lgourse, given the severity

of the crisis in these countries, the reaction of the population is proof that the evabhaaioh
interpretaton of trust has strong empirical support in the countries grouped in this categmgy.

of the declines recorded in the region during the global economic crisis have been quite severe:
trust in the parliament declined by 50 percentage points (ppt) in Cyprus, by 40 ppt in Greece and
Spain, by 30 ppt in Portugal. Similar declines have lmsserved for trust in the government as

well.

Central and Eastern Europe displaydear transitionatrajectory. Parliamentary trust starts high

in the early 1990s, declines steeply through the late 1990s and early 2000s, stabilizes at relatively
low levels, and shows modest recovery in the late 2010s. Government trust follows a similar but
more volatilepattern suggesting more variation among countrigss reflects the postommunist
disenchantment phaseombined with the pains of the economic transition early in the period and
then withcontinung institutional consolidation and periodic political instability.

Looking at the countsy e v e | trajectories, most countries
steep decline during the 1990s and a very slow recovery over the last decade or so. Croatia, Czechia,
Hungary, Latvia, ofPolandare examples for this pattern, especially with respect to trust in the
parliament. Other countries (Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, for instance) were less suc-
cessful in increasing their citizensod trust i

Overall, he differencesliscussed here suggékat national political events, governance quality,
party system restructuring, and corruption scanbdale strong effectsn trust trajectoriesThe

data also show that global crises have the potential and actually do influendeunopshn coun-
triesaround the same moment in time. Comparing the two institutions discussed so far, it seems
trust in governments is more evatitven, while trust in parliaments reflects longer structural
trends.Lastly, while the groupig is not perfect and there is heterogeneity within the groups, the
regions do show specific patterns of trust.

The incomplete recovery of parliamentary trust after 2@1%0st countriesnay indicate that the

crisis period produced a recalibration of citizen expectations toward political represeittaten.

also indicate we are faced with the consequences of more and more people expecting a sort of
Ai nstant democracyo (Kuo, 1999) .

Taken together, the trajectories of trust in parliaments and governments reveal that European dem-
ocratic legitimacy has been resilient but unevenly strained. The financial and sovereign debt crises
mark the principal turning point of contemporary instaogl trust, but longun structural differ-

ences across regions persisust inthe keyinstitutionsof the political systenhas experienced a
prolonged erosion followed by partial restoration. The timing of the decline aligns witlrina

crisisin Europe: postcommunistinstitutional transformations in Central and Eastern Europe, in-
creasing party system volatility in Western Eurogehanced byhe financial and sovereign debt

cisess foll owed by t he pande.nladfthesenhdve Bomstling ®dos wa
with how people evaluate institutions and might also explain why the recovery has not been com-
plete.
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In addition to parliaments and governments, we have also included in this category trust in political
parties Figure25 - Figure27) and trust in politiciansHigure 28 - Figure 30). While parliaments

and governments represent the institutional core of democratic authority, political parties and indi-
vidual politicians constitute the most direct interface between citizens and politicalFiliesal

parties and politicians are especially vulnerableaieceptions of selihterest, corruption, and bro-

ken promisesso trust in these institutions should be lower than in the ones we have previously
discussed.

As mentioned above, we do not discuss trust in political parties and politicians in as much detail,
we focus only on the most important conclusions that are supported by the data. As expected, trust
in political parties and politicians is significantly lemthan trust in the parliament and the govern-
ment. In both cases we see a slight decline until the first half of the 2010s, followed by a slight
increase since then.

The regional specificities identified so far are valid here, as well, with the highest levels of trust
recorded for Northern European countries, with Western Europe in a medium position, with a sig-
nificant decline of trust during the global crisis in S@uthEuropean countries and with a rather
skeptical outlook with respect to political parties and politicians in Central and Eastern European
countries.

It is interesting to note in this context that although over the last decades we have seen across
Europe how political competition has become increasingly leaslgered, this focus on specific
politicians has not translated into more trust in politicess groupsuggesting the increased role

of fAexceptionalismo in partisan politics in E
cal parties and institutions and more about Beppe Grillo, Nigel Farage, Geert Wilders, Viktor Orban,
Marine Le Pa, Karol Nawrocki or Giorgia Meloni.

Summing up, as we move from institutions to actors trust levels decline and volatility increases:
parliaments show lontermstructural trends and moderate recoygovernments show stronger
cyclical sensitivity to shockgpolitical parties show deeper crigisiven declinesand some late
recovery while politicians exhibit the lowest baseline trust and the slowest recovestytutional
democracy in Europeay have recovered amdmains broadly legitimatdyut trustin political
intermediaries and elitaseemaveakened anis recovery remains uneven.
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Figure 19 Trajectories of trust in the GovernmeénEurope
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Figure 20 Trajectories of trust in the GovernménEuropean regions

Trust in the government

Northern Europe Western Europe

100 100

75 75
(=}
o
|

50 N 9 -
=
2] Y
e /_\/\
=

25 25

0 0

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025
Year Year
Southern Europe Central & Eastern Europe

100 100

75 75
S
o
i

50 S 50
k7]
2

25 25 - %

0 0

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025
Year Year

49


http://www.truedem.eu/

SN

%

N/ TRUE
\ f— / Trust in European Democracies
~—

Figure 21 Trajectories of trust in the Governmén€Countries
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Figure 22 Trajectories of trust in the ParliamentEurope
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Figure 23 Trajectories of trust in the ParliamentEuropean regions
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Figure 24 Trajectories of trust in the ParliamentCountries
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Figure 25 Trajectories of trust in political parties Europe
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Figure 26 Trajectories of trust in political parties European regions
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Figure 27 Trajectories of trust in political parties Countries
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Figure 28 Trajectories of trust in politicians Europe
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Figure 29 Trajectories of trust in politicians European regions
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Figure 30 Trajectories of trust in politicians Countries
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4.3 Local / implementing institutions

Local (or implementing)nstitutions(the courts, the police, local government, and public admin-
istration) have a distingtosition in the architecture of political trust. Unlikee representative
institutions in the previous sectiowhich are directly involved in partisan competition and policy
design, the local institutioresxecute, interpret, and enforce decisidfrom this perspectiverust

in these institutions houl d depend p perceptons of competencepiraparpalite 6 s
and procedural fairnes8oth performanceébasedand legitimacybased theories of institutional
trustsuggesthat implemerihg institutions shouldhavemore stabl@and higher levels of trugihan

political institutions We discuss in detail trust in courts and the police, institutions that are highly
visible and known, and we complement the discussion, if needed, with details related to trust in the
local government and the public administration.

Across Europe as a whole, trust in coRigure31 - Figure33) and trust in the policd-{gure34

- Figure36) display asimilar,long-term U-shaped patterirust in these institutiordeclined grad-

ually from relatively high levels in the early 1980s intolt#te-1990sthen it began a slow recovery
period, recovering most of the lost trust by 2025. In terms of levels, trust in police is slightly higher
than trust in the courthis longterm pattern contrasts with the flatter or declining trajectories
observed for national political institutions. While trust in parliament and goverrshentedcri-
sisrelated downturns, trust in coudsd the policeshows greater lonterm resilience. This sup-
ports theoretical expectations that judicial institutions aregdgrinsulated from shoitierm polit-

ical dissatisfaction.

At regional level there are only two observable differences between trust in these two institutions.
First, in terms of levels, trust in the police is always higher than trust in the courts in all regions.
Second, the trajectories are similar in all regions with the éwcepf Central and Eastern Europe.

In this region, trust in the courts has ashhped form, similar to the one observed for trust in the
parliament or in the political parties: starting from high levels, trust in the courts declinesidrama
cally until the mid 2000s then starts a slow recovery, reaching the 50% mark by 2025. In all other
regions (and also in Central and Eastern Europe in the case of the police) the trajectories of trust
could be approximated quite well using linear equatiaith small positive slopes, regional dif-
ferences being related to the level of trust, not to its trajectory.

Central and Eastern Europe prese®sttransition pattern: very high trust in courts and police
immediately after 1989, followed by dramatic declines during the 1990s as corruption, politiciza-
tion, and weak rulef-law enforcement became visible. Since the-2000s, trust graduallse-
covers especiallyin police and local government, though courts rensdilh contested to some
extent. This finding is consistewith literature on uneven rulef-law consolidation (Popova 2012;
Mendelski 205).

Countrylevel trajectorieshowsimilar developments in Northern and Western Europe, and more
diverging trends in the other two regions. Cyprus and Greece are the only two countries in which
trust in the courts has declined over the period of time we analyzed (in Cyprus trust inlpolice a
declined). In some Central and Eastern European countries (Poland and Romania are the most vis-
ible cases) the courts are a more contentious institution than the police, as indicated by trajectories
of trust with high vaability. This should not surprise those who follow politics in these countries,

as the courts have been constantly in the middle of power fights, with politicians (especially those
in power) attempting to limit the independence of the courts and to tth@no as much as possible.

In the case of the police, trusajectories confirm that police trust has improved in alrad$tu-
ropeancountriessince 2000. Even in countriegith stagnating or decliningrust in political
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institutions, trust in policetill rises.The most impressive improvements can be observed in the
Baltic states or in Czechia, countries which recorded a difference of about 50 percentage points in
trust in the police across the period of time we included in our analysis.

Trust in public administratio(Figure40 - Figure42) hasan intermediate position between courts

and police. European mean levieigprove slowly over time, passing tB8% markby 2025.Both

the European and the regional trajectories are quite similar to the ones observed in the case of trust
in the courts and the police, with differences only in terms of level of trust. The only additional
observation that jumps from the charts is twat2025 there seems to be more variation among
countries than it was recorded in the beginning of the 2000s. Northern countries show only a pattern
of a large increase in trust over time; Western aoesshow an average level of increase over
time. Southern countries show either stagnation, or minor increases in trust over time. Lastly, Cen-
tral and Eastern European are more heterogenous, with multiple patterns for the trajectories of trust.

Lastly, trust in thdocal governmen(Figure37 - Figure39) is placed somewhere in the middle:
trust here is higher than in national political institutions d¢eterallylower than in courts and
police.Moreover, by comparison to the other institutions in this categoryrajeetoryof trust in
the local governmens more cyclical, reflectingnost likelylocal governance reforms, decentrali-
zation processes, and crigmsluced austerity.

The aggregate trenage have observed heaiign with comparative governanstudies showing

that trustin implementing institutionss rooted in state capacity and administrative quality rather
than partisan satisfaction (Holmberg, Rothstamd Nasiritousi 2009; Dahlstrom, Lapuensnd

Teorell 2012) Overall, acoss all regionscourtsare the most trusted institution of the group, re-
flectingthe symbolic authority of legal neutrality, even where actual judicial independence is con-
tested. Police trussislightly lower butit shows a similar trajectorghaped by visibility and eve-

ryday contact. Public administration trust sits lower still, indicating sensitivity to perceptions of
bureaucratic corruption and inefficiendastly, local government trust remains comparatively sta-

ble, likely because citizens evaluate it through direct service encounters rather than national polit-
ical narratives.

One last observation, before moving on to the next sechiergradual convergence of Central and
Eastern European trust levéia this group of institutionsjowardthe Western Europealevels

may be interpreted as evidencelué impact of EU governance conditionality, administrative ca-
pacity-building, and ruleof-law monitoring. Theslow recovery of trust icours suggests that ju-

dicial independence reforms have been slower or contéggaah, countries such as Hungary, Po-
land, or Romania give plendf evidence this way)r hisconfirmsrecent researdimdingsshowing

that EU integration strengthens administrative professionalism faster than judicial autonomy
(BorzelandSedelmeier 2018).
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Figure 31 Trajectories of trust in the courtsEurope
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Figure 32 Trajectories of trust in the courisEuropean regions
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Figure 33 Trajectories of trust in the courtsCountries
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