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Abstract 

The relationship between socioeconomic inequality and levels of political trust and feelings 

of connectedness with the political system has been well established. Higher levels of social 

and economic inequality are associated with lower levels of  trust in government, as it is 

perceived that the political system fails to provide a fair society and more equal opportunities 

for all. On the individual level, having a lower socioeconomic status furthermore is 

associated with lower levels of  political participation and representation. This working paper 

has as a goal to investigate this relationship: what do we know about the link between 

inequality and political trust in Europe? Which research gaps still exist? This will be 

investigated via an exploratory analysis, with a focus on those European countries that 

participated with the European Social Survey. More specifically we address the issue to what 

extent an individual social position moderates the relationship between inequality and levels 

of political trust. 
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Introduction  

Disparities between citizens in terms of economic and social position, participation levels and 

political influence remain an important social stratification component in most Western 

societies. In recent years, both academic scholars (Atkinson, 2015) as international 

organisations (OECD, 2015) have expressed concerns about allegedly growing levels of 

economic inequality in Western societies. While there are diverging normative views on the 

status of inequality, empirical research suggests clearly that elevated, or growing levels of 

inequality might have adverse effects on various social cohesion indicators. This relationship 

has been well established with regard to public health indicators (Marmot & Wilkinson, 

2006), as well as for more general social indicators like generalised trust (Hooghe, Reeskens, 

Stolle & Trappers, 2009). Especially since the publication of Piketty (2014), a general 

assumption in the literature is that socio-economic inequality in Europe has indeed become 

stronger, and following the same logic, the only conclusion could be that this should be 

associated with a reduction of social cohesion and political trust. 

The current concern about (increasing) levels of inequality does imply the occurrence of a 

social dilemma. Survey research suggests that a substantial part of the population of 

European democracies supports policies that are aimed at offering a form of redistribution 

(Van der Waal, De Koster & Van Oorschot, 2013). Inevitably, however, this implies that 

state actors will have to use a substantial part of a country’s income in order to implement 

this kind of redistribution policies, and electoral results suggests that the willingness to 

attribute this responsibility and these resources to the political authorities is not always 

present (Hetherington, 2005; Rosanvallon, 2011). Obviously, we are confronted with a social 

dilemma: while we know that social inequality entails negative consequences on the 

aggregate level, at the personal level we can observe a reluctance to devote individual 

resources to this collective outcome. 

In this working paper, our goal is not to make any normative contribution to this debate. 

Rather, our goal is purely empirical. First, we will review the literature to assess whether 

there is indeed a significant rise in levels of socio-economic inequality, and subsequently we 

will assess whether there is a relation between inequality levels and feelings of political trust. 

We focus on political trust, because in the literature this is generally considered to be a 

fundamental supporting attitude for the stability of democratic political systems (Almond & 

Verba, 1963). 
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In a perfectly equal society, citizens have equal opportunities to determine the outcomes of 

life they desire, via processes that allow them equal chances, even when they start from very 

different positions (Roemer & Trannoy, 2013). Higher inequality levels imply that people not 

only start from divergent positions in society, but also that they achieve divergent outcomes 

as the level playing field is not even. This means that the resources to achieve certain 

outcomes, and even the aspirations of which outcomes are desirable or possible, are 

distributed unequally. Research has demonstrated that social and economic inequality puts 

strains on social mobility, social cohesion and economic growth, increases poverty levels 

(Kremer, Went & Bovens, 2015), goes on pair with political polarisation, violence and 

corruption (Fairbrother & Martin, 2013), has negative influences on people’s health and well-

being (Pickett & Wilkinson, 2015), etc. Furthermore, it has as a consequence that the distance 

between people grows (between the richer and the poorer, the better and the lower educated 

etc.) which dampens trust levels. It has to be noted that this effect is also to be found among 

those with a higher socio-economic status, as they too perceive a larger distance to their 

fellow citizens. Social and economic inequality therefore generates distrust between people 

(Gustavsson & Jordahl, 2008). Citizens not only trust each other less (interpersonal trust) 

(Alesina & La Ferrara, 2002), but also express less trust in people “in general” (generalised 

or social trust) (Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005). Higher levels of social and economic inequality 

lastly erode trust in government, as it is perceived that the political system fails to provide a 

fair society and more equal opportunities for all (Zmerli & Castillo, 2015). 

While there is a normative element in discussions on the level of social and economic 

inequality in a society, there is an obvious concern in the empirical social science literature 

about the impact inequality indicators might have on social cohesion in general. From a 

political science perspective, political trust functions as an important indicator in this regard. 

Trust in government, or political trust can be seen as a form of diffuse support for a political 

system, i.e. the extent to which a system is characterised by generalised support and the level 

to which people feel loyalty and affection towards the fundamental values and institutions of 

the system (Easton, 1965). Political trust is therefore a relational characteristic as it qualifies 

the relation between citizens and the political system they live in (Levi, 1998). In short: 

political trust expresses whether a system is seen as reliable (Torcal, 2014) and whether 

citizens support it? 

Political trust is an essential component of the broader concept of political legitimacy. In the 

literature however, no generally accepted definition of the concept of legitimacy exists, which 
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implies that it cannot be operationalised in survey research (Easton, 1965; Hetherington, 

2005; Levi, 1998). A solution to this problem is to focus on just one proxy indicator for 

legitimacy, i.e., political trust, as this component can be operationalised in a reliable and 

cross-culturally equivalent manner (Marien, 2011).  

The assessment of legitimacy however, can differ. In general, capable governments should be 

associated with perceptions of legitimacy, poor institutional performance on the other hand 

weakens institutional legitimacy, and therefore trust (Hutchison & Johnson, 2011). Whereas 

for Western societies, legitimacy depends mainly on the evaluation of whether government 

serves the general interest and upholds the rule of law, this is not necessarily the case for 

other societies. These other societies might evaluate government legitimacy based on 

government performance, or on upholding certain cultural norms (Dalton & Shin, 2014; 

Hutchison & Johnson, 2011).  

Political trust not only depends on individual and collective perceptions of a political system, 

the direction of causality can also be reversed as trust also influences the way government 

works, which policies will be adopted (Hetherington, 2005) and the effectiveness of 

democracy in general. Previous studies have shown that political trust is associated with a 

stronger commitment to law abidingness (Marien & Hooghe, 2011) and may have an effect 

on the (re)distribution of levels of inequality in the longer run. A critical level of political 

trust is in this regard needed to make democracy work properly (Mishler & Rose, 2001). As 

such, political trust is an indispensable component of the political culture of a democratic 

political system (Almond & Verba, 1963). 

A political culture can be defined as the set of prevalent attitudes, norms and beliefs that 

underpin the functioning of a political system in a certain country, as well as the views on the 

position of citizens within the political system (Almond & Verba, 1963). The stability and 

effectiveness of democracies depend upon the political culture of a nation: citizens must be 

supportive towards democratic principles and the political process (Dalton & Welzel, 2014). 

However, growing evidence suggests that the gap between citizens’ expectations of 

democracy and actual deliverance by the political system in Western democracies is 

widening. Citizens’ expectations are increasing, they are more likely to challenge political 

elites and are more critical towards the functioning of government institutions. This leads to a 

paradox of lower political trust levels being combined with a continuing high support for 

democratic ideas (Dalton & Welzel, 2014; Marien, Hooghe, & Oser, 2015). This is a change 
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of attitudes that also results in a higher propensity to protest (both in terms of willingness as 

in terms of actual protest levels) (Nevitte, 2014). In this view, lower trust levels might be an 

element of a well-functioning political culture (Dalton & Welzel, 2014). However, defining 

the limit to what extent political trust can decrease before it starts harming the democratic 

functioning of a country has remained one of the most discussed topics in political trust 

research. 

Lastly, it is important to bear in mind the distinction between political trust as diffuse support 

for the system as a whole, and satisfaction with political performance, such as evaluations of 

quality of government services or upheld campaign promises. The latter represents specific 

support for the government or office holders and depends on concrete evaluations of actions 

that have been undertaken by incumbents (Easton, 1965). While an assessment of 

government also depends on whether or not a respondent agrees with the current government, 

political trust refers to the basic values of the political system and this attitude should not be 

influenced by the current office holders. Political trust therefore mirrors the expectations of 

citizens towards their political system, not necessarily the objective performance of the latter 

(Haerpfer & Kizilova, 2014). Both types of support can be influenced by social and economic 

inequalities in different ways, but our attention will be focused on  the former as it is more 

fundamental to democratic stability and legitimacy. 

The central research question for this working paper therefore is, whether a significant 

relation can be found between levels of inequality in a country, and the level of political trust 

among its population. 
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Theoretical Framework  

Several lines of theoretical thinking try to disentangle the determinants of political trust. They 

can be categorised by the extent to which they see political trust as resulting from factors 

outside of the political system (exogenous) or from factors stemming directly from the 

political system itself (endogenous), and by the importance they give to macro-level factors 

or micro-level variations (e.g. Almond & Verba, 1963; Mishler & Rose, 2001; Schoon & 

Cheng, 2011; Wong, Wan, & Hsiao, 2011).  

A first line of thinking points at the endogenous factors that influence political trust. They 

insist that political trust is based on evaluations of the performance of the political 

institutions, and are therefore labelled as “institutional theories” (Mishler & Rose, 2001; 

Schoon & Cheng, 2011). Trust levels are according to institutional theories mainly 

determined by the extent to which a government is able to deliver the goods and services its 

citizens prefer (Wong et al., 2011). This can be defined rather narrowly, i.e. instrumental 

evaluations of economic and social position (does the government further a country’s/an 

individual’s social and economic needs?), or broader, i.e. evaluations of performance of 

institutions in general (Torcal, 2014). 

For cultural theories, the origins of political trust stem outside of the political sphere 

(exogenous origins). In this view, political trust is formed via early-childhood experiences, by 

the way citizens grow up and their social and cultural experiences (Mishler & Rose, 2001; 

Wong et al., 2011). Researchers disagree however on the extent to and the pace at which 

these personal cultural and social experiences change throughout a lifespan (Torcal, 2014). In 

general, earlier socialisation is key in determining political trust for cultural theories, whereby 

trust is not only defined by objective evaluations of political performance, but also by cultural 

and social norms (Hooghe, Dassonneville & Marien, 2015). The norms that influence 

political trust can change across different countries (Wong et al., 2011). Political trust is seen 

by cultural theories as an extension of interpersonal, or even generalised trust: if one trusts its 

fellow citizens or society in general, one will also trust the political institutions a society 

relies upon (Mishler & Rose, 2001).  

Institutional theories for their part do not deny the relationship of political socialisation with 

political trust levels. They recognise that if a political system persists over decades, political 

socialisation and performance of the institutions work mutually reinforcing in defining 

political trust levels. Institutionalists however do state that despite earlier experiences or 
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current position in life, an analysis of the functioning of the current system will always have a 

decisive impact when deciding whether a political system gains trust, or not (Mishler & Rose, 

2001). Both theories have in common that political trust is developed via direct experiences 

with institutions (Schoon & Cheng, 2011; Rothstein & Stolle, 2008).  

Furthermore, a distinction between macro- and micro level theories can be made. Macro-level 

research will point at the influence of aggregate factors: macro-level institutionalists look at 

how institutions are performing in general, macro-cultural theories put the national culture or 

aggregate socialisation processes to the fore. Micro-level theories look at the individual level: 

how separate individuals assess the reliability of institutions (micro-level institutionalist) or 

which divergences on the individual level exists in political socialisation (micro-level cultural 

theory) (Mishler & Rose, 2001). 

These are not the only categorisations that have been made to explain the origins of political 

or social trust. Resource and psychosocial theories can in this light be seen as additional 

categorisations. They are of interest for this working paper, as they focus precisely on 

unequal positions in life, and how these influence political trust. In addition, both combine 

endogenous and exogenous explanations in their reasoning. These two types of theories can 

be seen as complementary to one another (Van de Werfhost, 2014), and insights of both types 

will be discussed. 

Resource theory focuses on the differences in resources (income, education levels …) 

between individuals or between households and their effects on social and political outcomes. 

It highlights the importance of having the tools to organise one’s life, both on an individual 

level or at the national level (Van de Werfhorst, 2014). This theory implicitly refers to 

entitlement rules that govern an economy and their consequences. Entitlement rules 

determine how the total amount of income or wealth generated in an economy is redistributed 

among its components, and who has a voice in this process (Atkinson, 2015). For instance, 

raising the incomes of poorer households will have a much more significant effect on the 

general welfare of a country and therefore trust levels, as compared to increasing the incomes 

of the richer households. In addition, more equal societies have better functioning collective 

services, and often a stronger civil society, which benefits political and social participation 

(Van de Werfhorst, 2014). On the other hand, if a society is characterised by high and/or 

increasing inequalities of resources, citizens with plenty of resources are, or will become 
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more, segregated from people with less resources. The latter group will furthermore be less 

involved with political life (Zmerli & Castillo, 2015). 

Psychosocial theories focus on psychological processes, the role of social capital and social 

status. In unequal societies for instance, differences of social status matter more and people 

will feel less involved with other people. Social relations are key in understanding the effects 

of inequality on trust levels. Psychosocial theories underline that in more unequal societies 

certain conditions of social interaction are not or only partially met, thereby distancing 

citizens from each other, but also from the political system (Lancee & Van de Werfhorst, 

2012; Van de Werfhorst, 2014). Conflict theoreticians underline in this regard that in 

societies where socioeconomic inequalities are on the rise, social strata will develop 

conflicting interests and diverging political attitudes (Zmerli & Castillo, 2015). 
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Measuring Inequality and Political trust  

In order to discuss the relation between and economic inequality and political trust, this 

working paper departs from the existing literature, in combination with insights from pooled 

data of the European Social Survey (ESS) (period 2002-2012) and ESS data from round 7 

(2014). Additional macro-level data will be drawn from sources such as the OECD, Eurostat 

and the World Bank. The object of this working paper is to provide an exploratory analysis of 

what is known about the link between economic inequality and political trust in Europe, and 

discuss which research gaps still exist. More specifically, we hypothesise that higher levels of 

economic inequality are negatively associated with political trust. The scope of the current 

paper remains limited to establishing a relationship between both measurements, and if we 

should find such a significant relation, it should be kept in mind that this might both imply 

that inequality has an effect on political trust, or rather the other way around. 

Our main data source, the European Social Survey, is a cross-national survey which has been 

organised seven times in Europe since 2002.
1
 The European Social Survey includes a battery 

of items to measure trust in political institutions. Respondents can express the level of trust 

they have in their country’s parliament, the police, the legal system, politicians, political 

parties, the European Union and the United Nations. There is a slight exception for round 1, 

in which there was no question on trust in political parties. Therefore, we excluded the 

question on political parties for the other rounds as well, when calculating the level of 

political trust. By doing so, we can make a valid comparison across all available ESS data. 

The political trust indicator which this article applies is based on these questions: it recodes, 

per individual, their answers into one single variable with a scale of 0 to 10, applying equal 

weighting for all variables. The political trust level is thus calculated on the basis of 6 items 

for every round. We conducted a principal component analysis per round on the above-

mentioned questions in order to check whether all questions are part of a single concept. The 

analysis proved that they loaded on a single factor as the factor scores were always above .67. 

Political trust can with other words be seen as a latent construct, which can be measured via 

these specific items. In addition, previous research has established that this scale is cross-

culturally equivalent across ESS countries (Marien, 2011). All subsequent analyses in this 

working paper will therefore rely on the factor-scores of this battery as a dependent variable. 

The factor-score is the result of an Exploratory Factor-Analysis with an orthogonal Varimax 

                                                      
1
. The survey is conducted every two years, i.e. in 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010, 2012 and 2014 (round 1 to 7 

respectively). A full overview of all participant countries can be found in Appendix 1. 
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Rotation. Missing data were deleted listwise. For the sake of clarity, we will use a simple sum 

scale in presenting averages in the descriptive paragraphs of our paper.  

The other variables that were included in the analysis were present in each consecutive 

survey of the ESS. The wording of the questions that were included in the analysis remained 

the same throughout the six waves. With regards to the variables on social and economic 

status, we set up an indicator that contains three categories, based on a battery of binary items 

gauging the employment status of the respondent. Next to the category ‘Employed’, the 

category ‘Unemployed’ is composed of those respondents that indicated that they were 

unemployed and actively looking for a job and those who were not currently actively looking 

for a job. The category ‘Other’ is composed of five items, namely: studying, disabled, retired 

community or military service, housework and other. Other cases were not included in the 

analysis. 

The analysis included the data of the 32 countries that participated in the European Social 

Survey. In order to increase the power of the analysis, the data from the first to the sixth wave 

of the Survey were pooled into a single data-set. The models were estimated in IBM SPSS. 

By relying on a multilevel analysis, the nested structure of the data as well as the large 

between-country variation of political trust, could be taken into account. Weights were 

applied using the design weight included in the cumulative ESS data-set. 

In order to determine the extent to which the specified model is a good approximation of the 

parameters of our population, we used the Restricted Maximum Likelihood (REML) 

approach. The REML estimation is a more robust measure of model fit, that takes the 

uncertainty and the loss of degrees of freedom that emanate from the estimation of the 

parameters into account. Additionally, REML is generally preferred to Maximum Likelihood 

in case of a limited number of level 2 cases. SPSS applies a Satterthwaite correction to the 

standard errors. It is often argued that the results of the application of this correction leads to 

too conservative estimation of the standard errors. The correction entails an adjustment to the 

degrees of freedom used to produce the confidence intervals in a t-test.  

The European Social Survey has many advantages but participation differs per round, 

implying that countries not always take part. This pattern of selective non-participation limits 

the comparability of the results, and makes it more difficult to measure changes over time. 

We will therefore focus mainly on those subset of countries that participated four times or 
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more in ESS. The same remark can also be made for the macro-level data collected from 

additional sources: we did not always find figures for every country and/or for every year. 

The main macro-economic data that will be used in this working paper are GDP per capita, 

the unemployment rate, the Gini coefficient of disposable income (in purchasing power 

equivalent) and the Gini index of market income. The GDP per capita figures and the 

unemployment rate are taken from World Bank sources. GDP per capita is the only indicator 

for which data could be provided for every ESS participant for every year an ESS round took 

place. The unemployment rate (World Bank) is available for all years and all countries but 

Kosovo. The Gini coefficient of market income and the Gini index of disposable income 

were drawn from Eurostat sources. The Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income 

was only available from 2004 onwards for most countries. Self-evidently, no data on Albania, 

Israel, Kosovo, Russia and Ukraine were provided as these countries are not a member of the 

EU. The Gini coefficient of market income was only available from 2006 onwards, with no 

data included on non-EU members Albania, Israel, Kosovo, Russia and Ukraine. A table with 

a more elaborate description of missing cases can be found in Appendix 2. In order to create a 

more complete dataset, we imputed data where possible of the previous year to fill in missing 

cases. We were able to do so for the Gini of disposable income. These estimates are indicated 

in Appendix 2. To be certain, all analyses reported in this paper were conducted both using 

the raw data, and the full data including imputations, and results show no significant 

difference in results between both lists. We therefore opted to continue our analysis based on 

the imputed data, as this provided us with the most complete set of data.  
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Political trust in Europe  

We first turn to the major dependent variable in this paper: political trust, or trust in political 

institutions. European countries are characterised by a strong variance in political trust levels: 

trust differs significantly between countries, over time, but also between citizens within each 

country. In Figures 1 and 2 we visualise these differences by comparing trust levels between 

ESS respondents. In Figure 1 the trust levels for all participant countries of round 6 (2012) 

are displayed. The differences between the European countries become immediately clear: 

the Scandinavian countries (Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland), Switzerland and the 

Netherlands are characterised by high levels of trust, while Southern and Eastern European 

countries have remarkable lower levels of political trust. Countries such as Belgium, 

Germany, France or the United Kingdom are situated between these two extreme groups.   

Figure 1. Political trust in 2012  

Source: European Social Survey 2012. 

Trust levels furthermore do not remain stable over time. In Figure 2 the change in trust levels 

between 2002 (round 1) and 2012 (round 6) is presented. Only those countries which have 

data available for these two rounds are displayed. For the countries with low levels of 

political trust in 2002, political trust has declined even further in 2012. For the European 

states with higher trust levels, trust scores remain more stable: levels increased or decreased 

only slightly. In addition, the overall ranking is relatively stable too, implying that even 

though at the country level trust levels may change, the overall ranking among countries is 

relatively constant. This difference between countries with higher and lower political trust 

levels also becomes clear when looking at Table 1, which shows the net change in political 
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trust levels between 2002 and 2012. When trust levels change, this change is larger for 

countries with declining trust levels than for those countries which were characterised by 

augmenting trust levels. Or, at first sight, it seems that it is more difficult to gain political 

trust than to lose it. In the words of Russell Hardin: distrust comes easily, trust requires too 

rich an understanding of the other’s incentives to come easily (1998: 23). 

Figure 2. Comparing Political trust in 2002 and 2012  

 

Source: European Social Survey, 2002, 2012. 
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Table 1. Change in Political trust between 2002 and 2012 

Country 2002 2012   Change 

Norway 5.90 6.24 
 

0.34 

The Netherlands  5.25 5.53 
 

0.28 

Belgium 4.91 5.16 
 

0.25 

Switzerland 5.65 5.88 
 

0.23 

Germany 4.94 5.09 
 

0.16 

Finland 6.13 6.26 
 

0.13 

Denmark 6.40 6.49 
 

0.09 

Sweden 5.75 5.79 
 

0.04 

United Kingdom 4.74 4.74 
 

0.00 

France 4.63 4.62 
 

-0.01 

Poland 4.24 3.89 
 

-0.34 

Czech Republic  4.29 3.94 
 

-0.35 

Ireland 5.11 4.73 
 

-0.39 

Israel  4.83 4.27 
 

-0.57 

Slovenia 4.29 3.69 
 

-0.60 

Spain 4.61 3.91 
 

-0.70 

Hungary  5.16 4.40 
 

-0.76 

Portugal 4.42 3.42 
 

-1.00 

Italy 5.32 4.21   -1.11 
Source: European Social Survey, 2002, 2012. 

The per country trend  over time can also be derived from looking at Table 2. This table gives 

an overview of the overall mean level of political trust per country, and the standard deviation 

for each country’s political trust. Note that not all countries participated in every ESS round. 

We must in this regard be careful when interpreting the results, as the standard deviations and 

means are constructed on the basis of the available cases. We therefore only calculated 

standard deviations and means for countries that participated in at least four ESS rounds.  

This table provides interesting results, as it shows that it are not necessarily the countries with 

the highest levels of trust that are characterised by the most stable trust levels. For instance, 

Sweden finds itself positioned in the middle range with regards to variance in trust levels, 

while Sweden has one of the highest European trust rates. France, Belgium, the United 

Kingdom, Austria and Switzerland show the least variation in political trust levels. They are 

therefore the most stable countries in political trust. With exception of Switzerland however, 

these countries usually belong to these European countries with average political trust rates. 

Countries with lower trust scores on the other hand clearly also show great variability: Greece 
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and Cyprus, followed by Ukraine, Hungary and Slovakia have the largest variance of political 

trust levels. 

Table 2. Variance in political trust   

Country Mean Political Trust N ESS Rounds  Std. Deviation 

France 4.59 7 0.09 

Belgium 5.01 7 0.10 

United Kingdom 4.61 6 0.11 

Austria 4.81 6 0.11 

Switzerland 5.69 7 0.13 

Finland 6.17 7 0.13 

Estonia 4.84 6 0.13 

Denmark 6.39 7 0.13 

Germany 4.88 7 0.17 

Bulgaria 3.15 4 0.17 

The Netherlands 5.41 7 0.18 

Norway 6.06 7 0.21 

Russia 3.61 4 0.22 

Sweden 5.76 7 0.23 

Czech Republic 4.07 6 0.24 

Ireland 4.92 7 0.26 

Poland 3.95 7 0.27 

Portugal 3.97 6 0.38 

Spain 4.63 6 0.40 

Iceland 4.26 4 0.42 

Slovenia 4.02 7 0.43 

Slovakia 4.10 5 0.44 

Hungary 4.42 6 0.51 

Ukraine 2.77 5 0.62 

Cyprus 4.86 4 0.70 

Greece 4.22 4 1.06 
Source: European Social Survey  

Why do European countries differ in their political trust levels? Why do these levels change? 

What affects this variance? These questions lead us to the next part of this working paper, 

which will look at the relation between inequality indicators and political trust. Special 

attention will be given to the distinction between objective macro-economic indicators, and 

subjective perceptions of socio-economic status and inequalities.  
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Inequality and political trust  

Research demonstrates that a series of different variables determine the level of political trust 

within a country, including education level, social status, income, social capital, policy 

satisfaction, media content, government size, policy scandals, corruption, radicalism, political 

interest, democratic attitudes etc. (Catterberg  & Moreno, 2005; Hetherington, 2005; Marien, 

Hooghe & Oser, 2015; Torcal, 2014; Zmerli & Castillo, 2015). There is in this regard not a 

uniform way of investigating the effects of socioeconomic inequality on political trust levels, 

as many indicators have direct, combined or indirect effects.  

Firstly, citizens hold their government strongly accountable for economic performance 

(Lewis-Beck & Paldam, 2000; van Erkel & van der Meer, 2015). If the economic situation in 

a country worsens, citizens will consider the government as less capable in governing the 

economy, which negatively affects perceptions of effectiveness, efficiency and 

responsiveness, thereby reducing political trust levels.  

A distinction can in this regard be made between socio-tropic evaluations of the economy 

(i.e. perceptions of the state of the economy in general) and personal experiences (evaluations 

of own economic position and possible effects of economic growth/difficulties) (Torcal, 

2014). When looking at the relation between macro-economic performance and political 

trust, only mixed evidence has been found. Some research presents significant results: a 

better economic performance results in higher political trust levels (Mishler & Rose, 2001; 

Torcal, 2014), other studies do not find any relation whatsoever (van Erkel & van der Meer, 

2015; Wroe, 2016). A negative correlation between political trust and GDP per capita for 

European countries (Boda & Medve-Bálint, 2014) was in this regard found, but also between 

generalised trust and GDP per capita (Olivera, 2015). Poorer countries clearly are also more 

distrusting.
 

In general, most research finds that socio-tropic evaluations of the past, present or future state 

of the economy have stronger effects on political trust than individual assessments of one’s 

own economic position. Or, while individual perceptions of one’s own economic position are 

not necessarily negligible in their effects, the way an individual perceives the performance of 

the economy in general will be a stronger predictor for political trust levels (Mishler & Rose, 

2001; Torcal, 2014; Wroe, 2016). Furthermore, several authors found stronger effects on 

political trust when looking at subjective assessments of economic performance or situation, 

than for objective criteria (Wroe, 2016). Van Erkel and van der Meer (2015) found for 
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instance for Europeans countries that perceptions of past economic performance within a 

country, such as economic growth, inflation rates, budget deficits and unemployment affect 

political trust: when an economy performs better and/or unemployment levels decline, 

political trust will be higher.  

Macro-economic performance assessments however, do not do not provide any information 

about how the revenues of a country are distributed among its citizens. In this paper we are 

interested to ascertain whether an unequal distribution of resources and economic position in 

a society has an effect on the level of political trust. We will therefore use inequality 

indicators to measure these effects. Nevertheless, as the effect of economic inequality is 

usually mediated by the total amount of resources an economy can rely upon (Lancee & Van 

de Werfhorst, 2012), we will control for economic development in our analysis (via GDP per 

capita). 

This leads us to the most important set of economic indicators which have been connected 

with political trust, i.e. those measuring economic inequality. We will focus on two aspects of 

economic inequality which have been widely discussed in the literature: income inequality 

and unemployment. 

Income inequality has in this regard received most scholarly attention in the research on the 

relation between economic inequality and political trust. When measuring income inequality, 

the Gini index is one of the most prevalent indicators. The Gini coefficient indicates the 

equality of spread of income. It measures perfect equality as an identical spread of incomes 

between individuals or households within an economy. A score of 0 implies perfect equality, 

and a score of 100 means perfect inequality (World Bank, 2016). One has to pay attention 

however to the difference between the Gini coefficient of market income and the Gini index 

of disposable income. The latter includes (social) transfers and tax payments, while the 

former does not. This difference is vital, as the latter is an indicator of the extent to which a 

state intervenes in levelling down income differences and redistributing financial resources 

by means of the tax system or social security. Or, even if market incomes are distributed 

more unequally, a state’s finance policy and redistribution measures can neutralise or even 

reverse growing market income inequalities. In consequence, the actual differences of income 

between citizens are reduced (Atkinson, 2015). The Gini index of disposable income is 

calculated after government policies have resulted in redistribution of a substantial part of the 

national income. It points at the influential role of government on determining entitlement 
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rules. We assume that the most important indicator in this regard is the one on disposable 

income, as this is what citizens in fact experience in their overall family budgets.   

Figure 3 shows the different Gini of disposable income levels in comparison with the Gini of 

Market Income of 2012
2
. The countries are ranked according to their Gini index of disposable 

income. 

Figure 3. Gini of Disposable Income and Gini of Market Income 2012 

Eurostat data for ESS participant countries on Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income before social 

transfers (pensions included in social transfers) (Gini of Market Income) and Gini coefficient of equivalised 

disposable income after social transfers. 

Sweden, Norway, Finland, Belgium, the Netherlands, Iceland, the Czech Republic and 

Slovakia have the lowest Gini coefficients, implying they are the most equal of European 

Social Survey participants. Spain, Greece, Portugal and several Central and Eastern European 

countries on the other hand belong to the most unequal of Europe. Figure 3 also shows that 

the Gini index of disposable income is substantially lower than the Gini of market income, as 

apparently taxes and transfers have a strong redistributive effect.  

Before discussing the relation between the Gini of disposable income with political trust, we 

first assess whether the Gini index of disposable income has changed, and how it has changed 

within Europe. Can we conclude that income inequality is on the rise in Europe? We 

calculated the level of change between 2006 and 2014, as this provided us with the most 

                                                      
2
. No data are available for Albania, Israel, Kosovo, Russian Federation, and Turkey. 
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complete list of countries for both the Gini of market income and the Gini coefficient of 

disposable income. The results are presented in Table 3 and Table 4 

 

Table 3. Level of change of the Gini coefficient of disposable income  

Country 2006 2014 Level of Change 

Norway 29.2 23.5 -5.7 

Hungary 33.3 27.9 -5.4 

Iceland 26.3 22.7 -3.6 

Latvia 38.9 35.5 -3.4 

Portugal 37.7 34.5 -3.2 

Poland 33.3 30.8 -2.5 

Slovakia 28.1 26.1 -2.0 

Belgium 27.8 25.9 -1.9 

Ireland 31.9 30.7 -1.2 

United Kingdom 32.5 31.6 -0.9 

Finland 25.9 25.6 -0.3 

The Netherlands 26.4 26.2 -0.2 

Czech Republic 25.3 25.1 -0.2 

Lithuania 35.0 35.0  0.0 

Greece 34.3 34.5  0.2 

Italy 32.1 32.4  0.3 

Luxemburg 27.8 28.7  0.9 

Slovenia 23.7 25.0  1.3 

Sweden 24.0 25.4  1.4 

France 27.3 29.2  1.9 

Austria 25.3 27.6  2.3 

Estonia 33.1 35.6  2.5 

Spain 31.9 34.7  2.8 

Germany 26.8 30.7  3.9 

Denmark 23.7 27.7  4.0 

Bulgaria 31.2 35.4  4.2 

Cyprus 28.8 34.8  6.0 

Source: Eurostat data of Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income after social transfers 
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Table 4. Level of change of the Gini coefficient of market income 

Country 2006 2014 
Level of 

Change 

Norway 55.1 42.6 -12.5 

Poland 53.0 47.9  -5.1 

Hungary 55.5 51.5  -4.0 

Bulgaria 52.8 50.8  -2.0 

Luxemburg 51.6 50.3  -1.3 

Belgium 48.7 47.6  -1.1 

France 50.7 49.7  -1.0 

Slovakia 44.7 44.3  -0.4 

Czech Republic 45.2 45.0  -0.2 

Italy 47.9 49.1   1.2 

Iceland 38.0 39.3   1.3 

Finland 46.0 47.5   1.5 

The Netherlands 44.2 45.8   1.6 

Germany 55.2 57.7   2.5 

Latvia 49.3 51.8   2.5 

Austria 45.0 47.8   2.8 

United Kingdom 51.0 54.0   3.0 

Lithuania 44.6 48.0   3.4 

Estonia 47.4 50.9   3.5 

Spain 45.6 50.9   5.3 

Ireland 48.5 53.8   5.3 

Sweden 43.2 51.0   7.8 

Denmark 44.2 53.1 8.9 

Cyprus 37.7 46.7 9.0 

Portugal 51.4 60.4 9.0 

Greece 48.9 61.0 12.1 

Slovenia 41.8 55.0 13.2 
Source: Eurostat data for ESS participant countries on Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income before 

social transfers (pensions included in social transfers) 

 

A negative change implies that inequality of income has decreased, a positive change that 

inequality of disposable income has increased. Changes of Gini index vary significantly 

between ESS participant countries, but also in terms of which Gini coefficient we evaluate. 

Cyprus for instance shows the strongest increase of inequality in disposable income, with a 

rise of 6, but Slovenia, Greece and Portugal show the strongest increases of inequality in 

terms of market income. Norway on the other hand showed the strongest decline of inequality 

levels, with a decline of -5.7 of Gini of disposable income and a -12.5 of Gini of market 

income. The Gini of market income shows in this sense, as expected, a rather different 
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picture: more countries show rising inequality figures and these changes are also more 

pronounced vis-à-vis changes in the Gini of disposable income.  

In fact several countries have relatively stable Gini coefficients of disposable income. 

Lithuania’s level of inequality even remained the same over this period of eight years. The 

Czech Republic, the Netherlands and Finland show very slight increases in equality, Greece 

and Italy very slight decreases of inequality. This is both puzzling and interesting: whereas 

Greece showed one of the strongest increases of Gini of market income, the Greek 

government entirely compensated for this via social transfers and pensions. Note in this 

regard that these numbers only show trends between two moments in time and do not account 

for fluctuations of inequality in between. Negative effects of the economic and financial crisis 

of 2009 for instance might have already been partially mitigated by markets and governments 

in 2014. Nor can we define a clear cut line between different European regions. For instance, 

Sweden and Denmark show significant increases in Gini coefficients, whereas Norway shows 

the highest decrease of inequality and Finland remains relatively stable. The Czech Republic, 

Hungary, Poland, Slovakia were successful in lowering both types of income inequality, 

Bulgaria strangely shows one of the strongest decreases in terms of Gini of market income, 

but one of the strongest increases in terms of Gini of disposable income. To sum up: both 

types of Gini coefficients depend very much on which country we are talking about, national 

economic situations and economic policies. In any case, these data only partially confirm the 

thesis that inequality of income is on the rise in Europe (e.g. Piketty, 2014). A series of 

countries are even moving towards greater income inequality. As such, during this 

observation period, we do not find any evidence for a general increase in income inequality in 

Europe. 

In Figure 4 we plot the Gini coefficient of market income and the Gini coefficient of 

disposable income with political trust. Every dot in Figure 4 represents a country’s score of 

political trust and Gini coefficients (the Gini of market income or the Gini of disposable 

income respectively) per ESS round. A linear regression line was calculated and drawn for 

the effect of each independent variable. At first sight, a clear negative correlation becomes 

clear between political trust and the Gini of disposable income (Figure 4). The Gini of market 

income and political trust show only a very weak positive linear trend. The explained 

variance (R²) for the relationship between political trust and the Gini of disposable income 

was 0.218, and 0.017 for the regression line between political trust and the Gini of market 

income. We can assume therefore that there might be a stronger relation between inequality 
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in disposable income and trust, than between trust and inequality in market income. More 

robust methods however are necessary to state anything on the significance of these 

relationships. 

 

Figure 4. Gini of disposable income and political trust 

 
Source: European Social Survey and Eurostat, country-level pooled data for 2002-2014. 

 

In the literature in this regard, it is widely established that higher levels  of income inequality 

negatively affect political trust (Boda & Medve-Bálint, 2014; Catterberg & Moreno, 2005; 

van de Werfhorst, 2014; Zmerli & Castillo, 2015). Inequality of income negatively influences 

citizens’ feelings of autonomy and perceptions of fairness of the political system. Citizens 

will hold government accountable for its failure to distribute incomes more widely, thereby 

reducing trust levels. Perceptions of income inequality in general moreover tend to have a 

stronger effect on trust than the effect of the individual’s economic position (Zmerli & 

Castillo, 2015). 

However, research also demonstrates that in several new democracies political trust is 

declining, whereby also in established democracies trust levels do not seem to rise much 

(Catterberg & Moreno, 2005). A trend, which we also notice for those countries which can be 

regarded as prosperous, and for those with relatively low levels of inequality. We mentioned 
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in our introduction that citizens are growing more critical and demanding towards their 

government. Increasing material well-being could be positively related with the 

sophistication of a country’s population and the resources (in the broad sense of the word) on 

which citizens can rely, making them better equipped to evaluate government functioning, to 

participate in politics, but as a consequence also making them more critical towards how 

government functions (Catterberg & Moreno, 2005; Dalton & Welzel, 2014; Marien, Hooghe 

& Oser, 2015; Verba, Schlozman & Brady, 1995). Other researchers explain the paradox 

between economic prosperity and lower trust levels by pointing at civic disengagement, 

growing disinterest in politics and again, increasing scepticism about politics in Western 

countries (Putnam, 2002). 

Additional research evidence points at even more puzzling effects. For ESS participant 

countries, Van de Werfhorst (2014) found that when inequality of income rises in a country, 

the higher status groups will, in comparison with lower status groups, demonstrate a stronger 

decline of political trust. A trend which points at the influence of psychosocial processes on 

political trust. Research by Zmerli and Castillo (2015, 190) provides additional information 

on this trend. These authors demonstrated – for Latin American countries – that when 

subjective fairness is taken into account, higher subjective social status even strengthens the 

negative association between political trust and perceptions of unfair income distributions. 

Apparently, citizens of higher social strata are more sensitive towards changes of distributive 

patterns than citizens of the lower strata. Citizens of lower income groups might with other 

words not blame government for their disadvantaged economic position, but themselves or a 

third party actor.  

Another measure of economic inequality, that has been frequently analysed in connection 

with political trust is the unemployment rate. In Table 4, we analyse the change in levels of 

unemployment between 2002 and 2012 (expressed in percentage of the total labour force) per 

ESS participant country
3
. Not surprisingly, several of the worst hit countries by the economic 

and financial crisis of 2009 show the highest increases of unemployment levels: Greece, 

Italy, Spain and Ireland. Belgium’s unemployment levels remain unchanged when comparing 

2012 levels with those of 2002. Some European countries also proved rather successful in 

reducing their unemployment rates, such as Poland, Bulgaria and Slovakia, to name a few. 

Most countries show rather modest increases or decreases, i.e. a change of below three 

                                                      
3
. No data are available for Kosovo. 
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percentage points. Again, based on these change trends we cannot conclude in general that 

unemployment levels are on the rise in Europe during the past decade. 

 

Table 4. Unemployment level of change between 2002 and 2012  

Country 2002 2012 
Level of 

Change 

Poland 19.9 10.1 -9.8 

Bulgaria 18.1 12.3 -5.8 

Slovakia 18.6 13.9 -4.7 

Israel 10.3   6.9 -3.4 

Germany   8.6    5.4 -3.2 

Russian Federation   7.9   5.5 -2.4 

Ukraine   9.6   7.5 -2.1 

Finland   9.0   7.6 -1.4 

Turkey 10.4   9.2 -1.2 

Romania   8.1   7.0 -1.1 

Norway     3.9   3.2 -0.7 

Czech Republic     7.3   7.0 -0.3 

Belgium  7.5   7.5 0.0 

Lithuania 13.0 13.2 0.2 

Austria  4.0 4.3 0.3 

Albania 13.4 13.9 0.5 

Croatia 15.1 15.8 0.7 

Estonia   9.4 10.1 0.7 

France 8.7 9.9 1.2 

Switzerland 2.9 4.2 1.3 

Italy 9.2 10.7 1.5 

Latvia 13.2 14.9 1.7 

Luxemburg 2.6 5.1 2.5 

Slovenia 6.3 8.8 2.5 

Iceland 3.3 6.0 2.7 

The Netherlands 2.6 5.3 2.7 

Sweden 5.3 8.1 2.8 

United Kingdom 5.2 8.0 2.8 

Denmark 4.6 7.5 2.9 

Hungary 5.8 10.9 5.1 

Cyprus 3.3 11.8 8.5 

Ireland 4.2 14.7 10.5 

Portugal 5.0 15.6 10.6 

Spain 11.6 25.2 13.6 

Greece 10.3 24.2 13.9 
Source: World Bank data on unemployment  
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When we plot levels of political trust (per country per ESS round) with the unemployment 

level per country per ESS round, at first sight again a negative relation becomes clear. The 

explained variance (R²) is 0.144. Also with regards to this relation, more advanced statistical 

techniques are required to state anything on the significance of this relationship. 

  

Figure 5. Relation between Unemployment Rate and Political Trust 

  

Source: European Social Survey and World Bank , country-level pooled data for 2002-2014. 

 

In the literature, several research outcomes point at the existence of a relationship between 

unemployment experiences and political trust. Schoon and Cheng (2011) for instance showed 

for the UK via longitudinal research that having an unemployment history (between ages 16 

and 30) directly lowers political trust levels. In addition, it also negatively influences 

occupational status at a later stage in life. Unemployment has with other words both direct 

and indirect negative effects on the individual level. Occupational status on  the other hand 

positively influences political trust. Other research (partially) corroborates this research. 

Whereas Schoon and Cheng were able to show a causal relation, most research can only 

demonstrate correlational relations. Van Erkel and van der Meer (2015) found for instance 

that higher unemployment levels on a macro-economic level negatively affected political 

trust. Wong, Wan and Hsiao (2011) have shown for Asian countries that even when 



27 

 

economic performance is increasing, high unemployment levels decrease citizens’ 

satisfaction of economic performance, and hence, political trust. Recent experiences of 

unemployment went on pair with lower levels of political trust in Mishler and Rose’s (2001) 

research on post-communist countries. 

Several explanations on these negative effects of unemployment on trust can be found in the 

literature. The unemployed have prolonged experiences of being more disadvantaged in a 

system and are exposed to more direct negative experiences with government, hence 

lowering political trust (Schoon & Cheng, 2011). The unemployed have the sense of being 

more at risk in the welfare state (Cammett, Lynch, & Bilev, 2015). Also for employed 

citizens, higher levels of unemployment could influence their sense of trust in government. 

Employed citizens might be anxious of losing their job, and hold this against government. In 

addition, higher unemployment usually emanates from economic difficulties, for which 

government could also be held accountable (van Erkel & van der Meer, 2015). 

Despite these research outcomes and possible explanations on the influence of unemployment 

on political trust, not all researchers agree that unemployment, or direct economic 

experiences in general, affect political trust, as they could not find significant correlations 

(McLaren, 2012; Wroe, 2016). Others differentiate between macro- and microlevel effects, or 

focus on multilevel analysis (van Erkel & van der Meer, 2015). This discussion can be placed 

within the tensions between resources and psychosocial theories. It also holds for other 

objective economic data, such as income inequality, GDP growth or inflation rate. 

A last question we would like to ask is whether we can find a relation between political trust 

levels and inequality indicators with the European Social Survey participants, and whether 

the relation between political trust and income inequality or unemployment levels is the same 

for all citizens of the European Social Survey participant countries. Formulated otherwise, we 

want to test whether diverging patterns of inequality at a country level lead to different links 

between individual economic status and perceptions of political trust. Does macro-economic 

inequality moderate individual trust in government? 

In order to answer these questions we conducted a multilevel analysis.  



28 

 

At the individual level (Model I)
4
, we investigated individual citizens’ level of political trust, 

and whether it was influenced by their household income and satisfaction with household 

income, when controlling for age, gender, education level, (un)employment status, political 

orientation on a left-right scale, religiousness and political interest. Model I shows the results 

of an analysis containing a random intercept as well as the fixed effects of the individual-

level parameters. At the country level, we investigated whether the Gini coefficient of 

disposable income or unemployment rates were related to political trust, when controlling for 

GDP per capita (Model II). Finally we investigated whether we could find significant cross-

level interactions, i.e. whether national economic inequality moderates the effects of 

individual socioeconomic inequality on political trust (Model III and IV). Model III contains 

a cross-level interaction between the group-level Gini coefficient of disposable income and 

the individual-level variable satisfaction with household income. Satisfaction with household 

income was programmed as randomly varying across different countries. Model IV shows the 

result of a final model containing a cross-level interaction between the country level 

unemployment rate and the individual level Satisfaction with Household Income. All of the 

aforementioned models used a Variance-Components covariance structure. Table 6 shows the 

parameters as well as the standard errors of the estimated parameters. The coefficients were  

not standardised due to the complications caused by the hierarchical structure of the data. 

We did not include the Gini index of market income at a country level in our final model 

because the country level effect of Gini of Market Income with political trust proved to be 

negligible. We also investigated whether quality of democracy (as measured by the Polity IV 

index) had any link with political trust at the country level. Again, the relation proved to be 

insignificant, and we deleted the predictor from our model. 

  

 

                                                      
4
. The Null-model for the dependent variable political trust contains a random intercept only and provides 

information on the percentage of variance that can be explained on a country-level. The estimates of the 

covariance parameters were used to calculate the Intra-Class Correlation in the Null-Model. In the consecutive 

models these parameters were used to calculate the variance at a country-level. 
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Null Model  I II III IV 

Individual level variables 
 

B(SE) B(SE) B(SE) B(SE) 

Gender (ref. female) 
 

-.035(.004)*** -.037(.004)*** -.037(.004)*** -.037(.004)*** 

Age 
 

-.003(.000)*** -.003(.000)*** -.003(.001)*** -.003(.000)*** 

Left-Right Self-Placement 
 

.025(.001)*** .026(.001)*** .026(.001)*** .026(.000)*** 

Political Interest 
 

.147(.002)*** .155(.003)*** .154(.003)*** .154(.003)*** 

Education 
 

.005(.005)*** .006(.001)*** .006(.001)*** .006(.001)*** 

Religion 
 

.128(.004)*** .122(.005)*** .122(.005)*** .122(.005)*** 

SES: 
     

-        Working 
 

.029(.004)*** .029(.004)*** .029(.995)*** .029(.005)*** 

-        Unemployed 
 

-.011(.004)** -.010(.005)* -.009(.005)** -.009(.005)* 

-        Other 
 

.092(.009)*** .095(.011)*** 0.092(.011)*** .093(.011)*** 

Satisfaction with Household Income 
 

.145 (.002)*** .144(.003)*** .240(.040)*** .103(.013)*** 

Household Income  
 

.000(.002)ns .001(.002)ns .002(.002)ns .002(.002)ns 

      
Country level variables 

  

   
GDP per capita (in thousands) -.001(.000)** -.001(.000)** -.001(.000)** 

Gini of disposable income -.012(.000)*** -.002(.004)ns -.012(.002)*** 

Unemployment rate -.024(.001)*** -.024(.001)*** -.036(.003)*** 

      
Cross-level interactions 

   
 

 GINI*Satisfaction Household Income -.004(.001)** 

Unemployment*Satisfaction household 

income 

 
    

.004(.001)*** 

Intercept -.032(.074)ns -.998(.062)*** -.426(.079)*** -.702(.140)*** -.297(.086)*** 
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* 

p<0.

10; 

** 

p<0.

05; 

*** 

p<0.

01

  Null Model  I II III IV 

      

σ²(𝑒) 0.727 0.648 0.627 0.626 0.626 

σ²(𝑢0) 0.177 0.118 0.092 0.109 0.105 

σ²(𝑢02)    0.002 0.003 

      

Intra-class correlation .196 .154 0.128 0.148 0.144 
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At the individual level, we find that male respondents are less trusting than women, political 

trust is lower among older respondents, and dissatisfaction with household income is 

associated with lower levels of trust. On the other hand, being employed, higher educated, 

more religious or having a right political orientation or a higher political interest is associated 

with higher levels of political trust. A relationship which holds when including country level 

and cross-level interaction effects. Political interest and satisfaction with household income 

seem to have the strongest individual level relation with political trust. Being employed 

positively influences trust in government in every model, whereas being unemployed is 

negatively
5
 related with trust. The objective indicator of household income does not have a 

significant effect on political trust, in contrast to the subjective indicator of satisfaction with 

household income. The difference in coefficients between objective household income and 

subjective household income can be found in other research too (see supra) and provides in 

this regard more evidence for psychosocial theories on inequality and its consequences, than 

resource theories. 

At the country level, both higher unemployment rates and higher Gini coefficients are 

negatively associated with political trust levels. When the inequality of income or 

unemployment levels increase in a country, its citizens people will in general be less trusting 

than citizens of ESS participant countries with lower Gini coefficients or unemployment 

rates. The general economic performance as measured by GDP per capita has a positive but 

weak effect on political trust. The economic inequality indicators therefore are able to explain 

more variance of political trust. 

Whereas country-level effects in Model II directly influence citizens’ level of political trust, 

we also investigate whether we can observe any cross-level interactions. This way we can 

ascertain whether country level indicators not only correlate with political trust, but also 

moderate the relation of individual level predictors with political trust. We could in this sense 

find only two significant interaction effects (Model III to IV): the level of income inequality, 

as measured by the Gini coefficient, and the level of unemployment moderate the relation 

between satisfaction with household income and political trust. The cross-level interaction 

effect between objective household income and the Gini coefficient or the unemployment rate 

                                                      
5
. The categories Unemployment and Other are coded as dummy variables (1: unemployed/other). 
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were not significant
6
, providing further evidence for psychosocial approaches in inequality 

research.  

The coefficient of the cross-level effect between the countrywide unemployment level and 

satisfaction with household income has a negative sign. Higher unemployment levels imply 

with other words a stronger effect of satisfaction with household income. The coefficient of 

the cross-level effect between the Gini index and satisfaction with household income on the 

other hand has a positive sign, which leads to the puzzling result that if the Gini index 

increases, the effect of satisfaction with household income becomes smaller. In more equal 

countries, satisfaction with household income will have a bigger influence on political trust 

than in less equal societies. Satisfaction with household income seems in other words to 

matter more in equal societies as predictors of political trust, than in more unequal societies.  

At this point, we do not have sufficient information about how we could explain this relation. 

As the Gini coefficient of disposable income is also a result of government (in)action in terms 

of redistribution we could suggest that if governments play a less important role in the 

redistribution of income, its citizens will subsequently hold government less accountable for 

their personal income, which leads to a weaker relation between satisfaction with household 

income and political trust. In addition, if citizens do not expect governmental redistributive 

action, high Gini coefficients might endure, as government is relatively less penalised for its 

inaction. Citizens may attribute the responsibility for their income and related satisfaction 

with income more to themselves or to market actors. In addition, other sources of political 

trust may prove to be more influential for ESS participant countries with higher inequality 

levels. 

In countries with higher unemployment levels, (dis)satisfaction with household income will 

have a bigger influence on political trust than in more equal societies. Citizens in countries 

with higher unemployment levels seem in other words to hold their governments more 

accountable for their difficulties with living on their present income. With the current cross-

sectional dataset, we cannot make any causal claims on these relations. At first sight, 

however, it seems that the indicators of unemployment and the Gini coefficient seem to cover 

different aspects of inequality, and therefore different relations with political trust. We can 

conclude however, that economic differences between countries do play a role in determining 

                                                      
6
 They were therefore not included in the table presented in the text. 
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individual levels of political trust and more in general that differences in socioeconomic 

status matter.  

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we tried to establish a relation between political trust on the one hand and 

economic inequality on the other hand for European Social Survey participants. The main 

aim was to make an exploratory analysis: which patterns of political trust and inequality can 

we find in the ESS countries, and how can inequality be linked with political trust. We 

focused on inequality of income as measured by the Gini coefficient and unemployment 

levels as indicators of inequality. In a next phase we conducted a multilevel analysis, to 

assess whether differences between countries can be explained via macro-level characteristics 

of that country, and whether these macro-level inequality indicators moderate the effect of 

individual characteristics on trust.  

The ESS participant countries show a great variance in terms of political trust, both in terms 

of the level of trust as in terms of the variability of trust over time. It has to be noted, 

however, that in line with previous studies (Marien, 2011) we did not observe a general 

downward trend with regard to political trust. With regard to the Gini coefficient and 

unemployment levels, similar remarks can be made. We therefore cannot state that across the 

ESS participant countries either political trust, Gini coefficients or unemployment rates in 

general declined or increased significantly, despite the concern raised about the evolution of 

all these indicators. When we plot the Gini coefficient or the unemployment rate per country 

per ESS round with political trust, a negative relation is found: levels of political trust are 

negatively related with levels of inequality. The current findings thus confirm previous 

findings in the literature. 

In the final phase of our analysis, this paper investigated the ESS dataset via multilevel 

analysis. We found evidence that factors at both the micro (or individual) level and macro (or 

country) level correlate with political trust. Resources are also of importance: both an 

individual’s labour market position (employed/unemployed) and the country level GDP per 

capita, equality of disposable income and employment levels are positively correlated with 

political trust. With regard to (satisfaction with) household income, only the subjective 

measure of household income proved to be significant in cross-level interaction with 

inequality indicators. Paradoxically higher countrywide unemployment strengthens the 
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relation with satisfaction with household income on political trust, whereas a higher national 

income inequality rate has the opposite effect, and this finding obviously calls for further 

research. 

To conclude, inequality is clearly negatively correlated with political trust. Its effects 

however depend on which type of inequality is being investigated and on the institutional 

setting. As higher inequality goes on pair with lower rates of confidence in institutions, 

enduring inequality could affect the legitimacy and functioning of a political system in the 

longer run, and this is a topic that thus far has not been included systematically in studies on 

the current literature on the legitimacy of liberal democracy. 
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Appendix 1 

 
       

  

Round 1 

(2002) 

Round 2 

(2004) 

Round 3 

(2006) 

Round 4 

(2008) 

Round 5 

(2010) 

Round 6 

(2012) 

Round 7 

(2014) 

Albania           •   

Austria • • • • •   • 

Belgium • • • • • • • 

Bulgaria     • • • •   

Croatia       • •     

Cyprus     • • • •   

Czech Republic • •   • • • • 

Denmark • • • • • • • 

Estonia   • • • • • • 

Finland • • • • • • • 

France • • • • • • • 

Germany • • • • • • • 

Greece • • 
 

• • 
  

Hungary • • • • • • • 

Iceland 
 

• 
   

• 
 

Ireland • • • • • • • 

Israel • 
  

• • • • 

Italy • • 
   

• 
 

Kosovo 
     

• 
 

Latvia     • •     • 

Lithuania       • • • • 

Luxembourg • •           

Netherlands • • • • • • • 

Norway • • • • • • • 

Poland • • • • • • • 

Portugal • • • • • • • 

Romania     • •       

Russian Federation     • • • •   

Slovakia   • • • • •   

Slovenia • • • • • • • 

Spain • • • • • • • 

Sweden • • • • • • • 

Switzerland • • • • • • • 

Turkey   •   •       

Ukraine   • • • • •   

United Kingdom • • • • • • • 

Source: European Social Suvey (2016). Countries by Round (year). Retrieved on 3 March, from 

http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/data/country_index.html .  

• Countries taking part in ESS round but data not yet released 

http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/data/country_index.html
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Appendix 2. Overview of macro-economic data and missing cases  

  
GDP per 

Capita 

Gini of 

Disposable 

Income 

  

Gini of 

Market 

Income 

Unemployment 

rate 

Albania 2002  1454 
  

 

13.4 

Albania 2004   2417     

 

12.6 

Albania 2006   3005     

 

12.4 

Albania 2008   4371     

 

13.0 

Albania 2010   4094     

 

14.2 

Albania 2012   4247     

 

13.9 

Albania 2014   4564     

 

16.1 

Austria 2002 26351     

 

4.0 

Austria 2004 36693 25.8   

 

4.9 

Austria 2006 40431 25.3   45.0 4.7 

Austria 2008 51386 27.7   46.3 3.8 

Austria 2010 46660 28.3   47.9 4.4 

Austria 2012 48324 27.6   47.1 4.3 

Austria 2014 51191 27.6   47.8 5.0 

Belgium 2002 25052     

 

7.5 

Belgium 2004 35590 26.1   

 

8.4 

Belgium 2006 38852 27.8   48.7 8.2 

Belgium 2008 48425 27.5   48.0 7.0 

Belgium 2010 44283 26.6   46.5 8.3 

Belgium 2012 44731 26.5   47.7 7.5 

Belgium 2014 47353 25.9   47.6 8.5 

Bulgaria 2002 2079     

 

18.1 

Bulgaria 2004 3354     

 

12.0 

Bulgaria 2006 4456 31.2   52.8 8.9 

Bulgaria 2008 7296 35.9   49.7 5.6 

Bulgaria 2010 6753 33.2   46.7 10.2 

Bulgaria 2012 7333 33.6   47.5 12.3 

Bulgaria 2014 7851 35.4   50.8 11.6 

Croatia 2002 6054     

 

15.1 

Croatia 2004 9366     

 

13.7 

Croatia 2006 11363     

 

11.1 

Croatia 2008 15894     

 

8.4 

Croatia 2010 13509 31.6   48.2 11.8 

Croatia 2012 13236 30.9   49.6 15.8 

Croatia 2014 13475 30.2   48.6 16.7 

Cyprus 2002 15988     

 

3.3 

Cyprus 2004 23578     

 

4.3 

Cyprus 2006 26455 28.8   37.7 4.5 
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Cyprus 2008 34950 29.0   39.0 3.6 

Cyprus 2010 30439 30.1   42.4 6.3 

Cyprus 2012 28868 31.0   43.9 11.8 

Cyprus 2014 27194 34.8   46.7 15.6 

Czech Republic 2002 8012     

 

7.3 

Czech Republic 2004 11668     

 

8.3 

Czech Republic 2006 15159 25.3   45.2 7.1 

Czech Republic 2008 22649 24.7   44.1 4.4 

Czech Republic 2010 19764 24.9   43.8 7.3 

Czech Republic 2012 19641 24.9   44.5  7.0 

Czech Republic 2014 19530 25.1   45.0 6.2 

Denmark 2002 33229     

 

4.6 

Denmark 2004 46488 23.9   

 

5.5 

Denmark 2006 52041 23.7   44.2 3.9 

Denmark 2008 64182 25.1   46.4 3.4 

Denmark 2010 57648 26.9   51.3 7.5 

Denmark 2012 57636 28.1   53.4 7.5 

Denmark 2014 60707 27.7   53.1 6.6 

Estonia 2002 5308     

 

9.4 

Estonia 2004 8850 37.4   

 

10.0 

Estonia 2006 12595 33.1   47.4 5.9 

Estonia 2008 18095 30.9   44.2 5.5 

Estonia 2010 14641 31.3   47.4 16.9 

Estonia 2012 17491 32.5   47.9 10.1 

Estonia 2014 20162 35.6   50.9 7.7 

Finland 2002 26834     

 

9.0 

Finland 2004 37636 25.5   

 

8.8 

Finland 2006 41121 25.9   46.0 7.6 

Finland 2008 53401 26.3   45.4 6.3 

Finland 2010 46205 25.4   45.8 8.4 

Finland 2012 47416 25.9   46.4 7.6 

Finland 2014 49824 25.6   47.5 8.6 

France 2002 24275     

 

8.7 

France 2004 33875 28.2   

 

9.2 

France 2006 36545 27.3   50.7 8.8 

France 2008 45413 29.8   48.8 7.4 

France 2010 40706 29.8   49.2 9.3 

France 2012 40850 30.5   49.8 9.9 

France 2014 42733 29.2   49.7 9.9 

Germany 2002 25205     

 

8.6 

Germany 2004 34166     

 

10.3 

Germany 2006 36448 26.8   55.2 10.3 

Germany 2008 45699 30.2   56.0 7.5 
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Germany 2010 41788 29.3   55.4 7.1 

Germany 2012 44011 28.3   54.4 5.4 

Germany 2014 47822 30.7   57.7 5.0 

Greece 2002 14005     

 

10.3 

Greece 2004 21755 33.0   

 

10.5 

Greece 2006 24561 34.3   48.9 8.9 

Greece 2008 31687 33.4   49.1 7.7 

Greece 2010 26842 32.9   49.1 12.5 

Greece 2012 22147 34.3   56.9 24.2 

Greece 2014 21498 34.5   61.0 26.3 

Hungary 2002 6646     

 

5.8 

Hungary 2004 10254     

 

6.1 

Hungary 2006 11392 33.3   55.5 7.5 

Hungary 2008 15650 25.2   49.6 7.8 

Hungary 2010 13009 24.1   49.3 11.2 

Hungary 2012 12820 26.9   50.6 10.9 

Hungary 2014 14029 27.9   51.5 7.8 

Iceland 2002 31865     

 

3.3 

Iceland 2004 46921 24.1   

 

3.1 

Iceland 2006 56097 26.3   38.0 3.0 

Iceland 2008 55230 27.3   38.2 3.0 

Iceland 2010 41620 25.7   39.4 7.6 

Iceland 2012 44259 24.0   41.3 6.0 

Iceland 2014 52004 22.7   39.3 5.0 

Ireland 2002 32538     

 

4.2 

Ireland 2004 47641 31.5   

 

4.5 

Ireland 2006 54286 31.9   48.5 4.4 

Ireland 2008 61190 29.9   48.2 6.0 

Ireland 2010 48261 30.7   53.9 13.9 

Ireland 2012 48977 29.9   53.5 14.7 

Ireland 2014 54374 30.7   53.8 11.6 

Israel 2002 18431     

 

10.3 

Israel 2004 19888     

 

10.4 

Israel 2006 21905     

 

8.4 

Israel 2008 29657     

 

6.1 

Israel 2010 30736     

 

6.6 

Israel 2012 32819     

 

6.9 

Israel 2014 37208     

 

6.1 

Italy 2002 22206     

 

9.2 

Italy 2004 31189 32.9   

 

7.9 

Italy 2006 33426 32.1   47.9 6.8 

Italy 2008 40660 31.2   46.7 6.7 

Italy 2010 35878 31.7   47.5 8.4 
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Italy 2012 34844 32.4   48.3 10.7 

Italy 2014 34909 32.4   49.1 12.5 

Kosovo 2002 1588     

 
 

Kosovo 2004 2135     

 
 

Kosovo 2006 2372     

 
 

Kosovo 2008 3255     

 
 

Kosovo 2010 3283     

 
 

Kosovo 2012 3601     

 
 

Kosovo 2014 4052     

 
 

Latvia 2002 4129     

 

13.2 

Latvia 2004 6345     

 

9.9 

Latvia 2006 9652 38.9   51.6 6.8 

Latvia 2008 16324 37.5   47.2 7.4 

Latvia 2010 11320 35.9   50.9 18.7 

Latvia 2012 13775 35.7   52.1 14.9 

Latvia 2014 15719 35.5   50.3 10.0 

Lithuania 2002 4147     

 

13.0 

Lithuania 2004 6707     

 

11.3 

Lithuania 2006 9241 35.0   49.3 5.6 

Lithuania 2008 14962 34.5   48.5 5.8 

Lithuania 2010 11989 37.0   55.1 17.8 

Lithuania 2012 14343 32.0   51.1 13.2 

Lithuania 2014 16507 35.0   51.8 11.3 

Luxembourg 2002 52241     

 

2.6 

Luxembourg 2004 74971 26.5   

 

5.1 

Luxembourg 2006 88680 27.8   44.6 4.7 

Luxembourg 2008 112851 27.7   44.0 5.1 

Luxembourg 2010 103267 27.9   46.3 4.4 

Luxembourg 2012 105447 28.0   47.8 5.1 

Luxembourg 2014 116664 28.7    48.0 6.1 

Netherlands 2002   28817 
 

  

 

2.6 

Netherlands 2004   39955     

 

4.6 

Netherlands 2006   44454 26.4   44.2 3.9 

Netherlands 2008   56929 27.6   45.5 2.8 

Netherlands 2010       50341 25.5   44.2 4.5 

Netherlands 2012   49475 25.4   46.1 5.3 

Netherlands 2014   52172 26.2   45.8 6.9 

Norway 2002   43061     

 

3.9 

Norway 2004   57570 25.2   

 

4.4 

Norway 2006   74115 29.2   55.1 3.4 

Norway 2008    96881 25.1   43.1 2.6 

Norway 2010   87646 23.6   45.8 3.6 

Norway 2012 101564 22.5   41.7 3.2 
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Norway 2014 97307 23.5   42.6 3.4 

Poland 2002 5197     

 

19.9 

Poland 2004 6640     

 

19.0 

Poland 2006 9000 33.3   53.0 13.8 

Poland 2008 13906 32.0   49.8 7.1 

Poland 2010 12597 31.1   47.9 9.6 

Poland 2012 13142 30.9   47.5 10.1 

Poland 2014 14343 30.8   47.9 9.2 

Portugal 2002 12882     

 

5.0 

Portugal 2004 18046 37.8   

 

6.7 

Portugal 2006 19821 37.7   51.4 7.7 

Portugal 2008 24816 35.8   50.2 7.6 

Portugal 2010 22540 33.7   50.0 10.8 

Portugal 2012 20577 34.5   55.9 15.6 

Portugal 2014 22132 34.5   60.4 14.2 

Romania 2002  2125     

 

  8.1 

Romania 2004  3553     

 

  7.7 

Romania 2006  5829     

 

   7.3 

Romania 2008 10136 36.0   53.6    5.8 

Romania 2010   8297 33.3   51.0 7.3 

Romania 2012   8577 33.2   52.0 7.0 

Romania 2014   9997 34.7   51.0 7.0 

Russian Federation 2002   2375     

 

7.9 

Russian Federation 2004   4102     

 

7.8 

Russian Federation 2006   6920     

 

7.1 

Russian Federation 2008 11635     

 

6.2 

Russian Federation 2010 10675     

 

7.3 

Russian Federation 2012 14079     

 

5.5 

Russian Federation 2014 12736     

 

5.1 

Slovakia 2002 6525     

 

18.6 

Slovakia 2004 10655     

 

18.1 

Slovakia 2006 13100 28.1   44.7 13.3 

Slovakia 2008 18604 23.7   41.1 9.6 

Slovakia 2010 16555 25.9   43.3 14.4 

Slovakia 2012 17207 25.3   42.1 13.9 

Slovakia 2014 18501 26.1   42.8 13.3 

Slovenia 2002 11814     

 

6.3 

Slovenia 2004 17261     

 

6.3 

Slovenia 2006 19726 23.7   41.8 6.0 

Slovenia 2008 27502 23.4   40.4 4.4 

Slovenia 2010 23439 23.8   42.1 7.2 

Slovenia 2012 22478 23.7   43.1 8.8 

Slovenia 2014 23999 25.0   44.3 9.5 



45 

 

Spain 2002 17020     

 

11.6 

Spain 2004 24919 31.0   

 

11.2 

Spain 2006 28483 31.9   45.6 8.6 

Spain 2008 35579 32.4   43.4 11.5 

Spain 2010 30738 33.5   46.8 20.2 

Spain 2012 28648 34.2   48.7 25.2 

Spain 2014 29767 34.7   50.9 24.7 

Sweden 2002 29572     

 

5.3 

Sweden 2004 42442 23.0   

 

6.6 

Sweden 2006 46256 24.0   43.2 7.1 

Sweden 2008 55747 24.0   52.2 6.3 

Sweden 2010 52076 24.1   52.7 8.7 

Sweden 2012 57134 24.8   52.4 8.1 

Sweden 2014 58939 25.4   55.0 8.0 

Switzerland 2002 41337     

 

2.9 

Switzerland 2004 53256     

 

4.3 

Switzerland 2006 57349     

 

4.0 

Switzerland 2008 72120 31.1   48.1 3.4 

Switzerland 2010 74277 29.6   48.9 4.5 

Switzerland 2012 83209 28.8   47.7 4.2 

Switzerland 2014 85594 28.5 e 

 

4.5 

Turkey 2002   3571     

 

10.4 

Turkey 2004  5856     

 

10.8 

Turkey 2006   7727 44.8   50.5 10.2 

Turkey 2008 10382 43.0 e 49.2 11.0 

Turkey 2010 10112 44.2   

 

11.9 

Turkey 2012 10646     

 

9.2 

Turkey 2014 10515     

 

9.2 

Ukraine 2002 879     

 

9.6 

Ukraine 2004 1367     

 

8.6 

Ukraine 2006 2303     

 

6.8 

Ukraine 2008 3891     

 

6.4 

Ukraine 2010 2974     

 

8.1 

Ukraine 2012 3855     

 

7.5 

Ukraine 2014 3082     

 

7.7 

United Kingdom 2002 28301     

 

5.2 

United Kingdom 2004 38306     

 

4.7 

United Kingdom 2006 42534 32.5   51.0 5.5 

United Kingdom 2008 45195 33.9   51.9 5.4 

United Kingdom 2010 38293 32.9   53.6 7.9 

United Kingdom 2012 41295 31.3   55.3 8.0 

United Kingdom 2014 46332 31.6   54.0 6.3 
e: estimated data for Gini of disposable income. 


