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ABSTRACT
This article explores political trust, delving into its subcomponents and the relationship
between them. It is interested in explaining why governmental trust and trust in
regulative state institutions are similar in some countries and different in others. It
argues that the variation can best be explained by checks on the executive. This is
the case because the more restricted the executive, the less regulative state
institutions are affected by the fluctuations in governmental trust. When the
government cannot encroach upon state institutions, the impartiality and efficacy of
regulative institutions are maintained. The less governmental interference to
regulative state institutions, the more such institutions will be devoted to the public
rather than partisan interests, resulting in a wider gap between state and
government trust. The argument is tested through an empirical analysis of a cross-
national panel data based on all existing waves of the World Values Survey.
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Introduction

As rising numbers of citizens feel estranged from politics, popular confidence in politi-
cal institutions seems to be lower than ever.1 The growing disconnect between the gov-
erned and the established political institutions and the alienation of the citizenry from
the political realm manifest themselves in decreased voter turnout, drop in party mem-
bership, weakening of party loyalties, and the rise of extremist, anti-establishment
protest politicians and parties.2

Many scholars find diminishing levels of political trust alarming as effective policy-
making, engagement in moral civic behaviour, cohesion of society, and the legitimacy
and stability of democratic regimes strongly depend on citizens’ support for political
institutions.3 As van der Meer and Dekker maintain, “political trust functions as the
glue that keeps the system together and as the oil that lubricates the policy
machine”.4 Those who are more optimistic see low political trust as an expression of
a healthy democratic attitude of postmaterialist individuals who question political
authority.5

However one interprets the trends in political trust, an in-depth analysis of the
subject matter shows an immense richness in variation within and across country
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cases that warrants further research. People usually express more trust in regulative
state institutions than in the partisan incumbents of representative political offices,
especially the government. This divergence in trust is higher in some countries, and
lower in others. This study is especially interested in understanding what explains
these variations.

It is our hypothesis that the more a government is limited in influencing other state
institutions, the less it will affect the trust in regulative state institutions. Thus, we hold
that the more constrained the executive, the less trust in regulative state institutions will
be affected by fluctuations in government trust. By regulative state institutions, we mean
public institutions providing vital regulatory services such as justice, public goods and
services, and law and order; the judiciary, civil services, and the police being the most
characteristic of them. We substantiate this argument through an empirical analysis of
a large cross-national panel data based on all existing waves of the World Values
Survey (WVS).

Political trust: its conceptualization and subcomponents

Before proceeding further, we need to clearly define political trust and specify its sub-
components. In general, “political trust” can be defined as the expectation that political
institutions (be they representative or regulative) operate according to fair rules without
continuous scrutiny.6 The trustworthiness of political institutions is a function of their
ability to provide citizens with a political atmosphere which ensures political rights and
fair participation, to live up to ethical, fair, and transparent standards, and to offer
decent public services and economic affluence for the society.7

Studies that explore political trust tend to integrate various measures of trust in
different political institutions to come up with a single trust index. In general, “political
trust” is measured as an additive index of several items evaluating confidence in the par-
liament, political parties, government, civil services, judiciary, and security forces
(police and/or military).8 Scholars generally use principal component analysis to
support their claims that a single “political trust” indicator can explain variations of
trust vested in different political institutions.

For instance, Norris combines trust in parliament, civil services, the legal system, the
police, and the army in a principal component analysis to offer a single measure of insti-
tutional confidence.9 The Cronbach’s alpha of this integrated index, which shows the
inter-correlation among the five subcomponents of trust is 0.75, which is at an accep-
table level, though not good or excellent according to common thresholds of the prin-
cipal component analysis.10 Later studies such as Hakhverdian and Mayne and Hooghe
and Marien produce composite indices of political trust, whose Cronbach’s alphas
exceed 0.8.11 While using composite indices of political trust is convenient and straight-
forward, this may lead to measurement errors about the concept at hand and thus
produce spurious results.12 Actual data for a wide array of countries over time show
us that trust levels differ considerably for different political institutions.13 Citizens dis-
tinguish between different objects of political trust14 and have different levels of trust
vested in civil services, the judiciary, the police, political parties, politicians, the govern-
ment, and so on. Specifically, scholars find that unidimensional measures and models of
political trust which try to integrate all of these political institutions have measurement
validity and equivalence issues, in which trust perceptions in representative political
institutions such as the government, parliament and political parties tend to differ
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from regulative state institutions such as the judiciary and the police.15 In an exemplary
study, Denters et al. show that there are on average higher levels of trust in regulative
state institutions in European countries regardless of the overall level of trust.16 In a
similar vein, Torcal argues that trust in judicial institutions has hardly declined in
most European countries, while there has been a significant decline in representative
political institutions (parliaments, political parties), claiming that this is a symptom
of a representation crisis but not a crisis of the rule of law.17

We argue that there is a crucial distinction in levels of political trust between
governmental and regulative state institutions. Generally speaking, governmental
trust, on the one hand, hinges on citizens’ evaluations of institutional performance
that the government yields good political and economic outcomes such as promoting
growth, governing effectively, and avoiding corruption. To this end, governmental
authorities that do not perform well generate distrust; political authorities that
perform well produce trust.18 In light of Easton’s canonical work, governmental trust
usually refers to the “specific support” which deals with citizens’ satisfaction with
and evaluation of the incumbent party’s performance at a particular time period.19

On the other hand, regulative state institutions (the judiciary, the police, civil services)
which offer citizens crucial regulatory services such as justice, public goods and services,
and law and order, are generally perceived differently by the people.20 In Eastonian
terms, trust vested in these regulative state institutions usually corresponds to
“diffuse support”, which is more related to a deep-seated set of attitudes towards
political institutions.21

Some scholars suggest that a continuous decline in specific governmental trust may
have detrimental spillover effects on trust vested in other political institutions, including
regulative state institutions over time.22 Yet, the different nature of trust for these
different political institutions calls for a distinction between governmental versus reg-
ulative state institutions. Few studies on political trust make a distinction between
these institutions. In an exceptional study, Zmerli successfully differentiates govern-
mental and regulative state institutions and offers insights about the origins of trust
in these institutions. However, the scope of that study is limited to Europe and thus
it fails to offer wider interpretations that would apply to cases outside Europe.23 More-
over, it does not provide in-depth explanations how and why different subcomponents
of political trust covary or diverge and how this relates to the overarching concept of
political trust in general. In this article, we address these limitations and aim to offer
novel contributions to the study of political trust by offering a global-scale analysis
for several points in time and underlining the crucial role that executive constraints
play in determining the levels of public trust vested in political institutions. We use
our independent variable to show how trust in regulative state institutions and in gov-
ernment diverge or converge based on the level of executive constraints in democratic
societies.

Empirical analysis

To explore the factors behind public trust vested in governmental and regulative state
institutions and the circumstances under which governmental trust and state trust
differ, we utilize WVS data. We analyse public opinion data from all of the six waves
of WVS, ensuring a coverage of 73 democratic nations between 1981 and 2014.24 To
determine the trust level of each country for each WVS wave, we take the sum total
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of the percentage of respondents who state that they trust governmental and regulative
state institutions “a great deal” and “quite a lot” in the WVS waves.25

The article takes into account public opinion data for democratic and semi-demo-
cratic countries only and disregards data for authoritarian nations. There are several
reasons why it does so. First, political trust is interpreted and evaluated differently
under authoritarian and democratic political settings.26 While political trust may
mostly refer to the evaluation of transparency and participation in democratic settings
it might rather refer to efficacy and satisfaction with service delivery under authoritar-
ianism.27 This discrepancy makes data produced in these different political settings
non-comparable cross-nationally.28 Moreover, some scholars highlight rampant levels
of clientelistic relations in authoritarian regimes as compared to higher levels of pro-
grammatic policies in democratic countries.29 These scholars argue that extensive clien-
telism in authoritarian regimes is behind ostensibly high levels of political trust.30

Finally, one of the most crucial reasons why we disregard authoritarian nations is “pre-
ference falsification”, which refers to the sociopolitical situations in which people delib-
erately misrepresent their genuine views under perceived social and political
pressures.31 Preference falsification is particularly pervasive in authoritarian
regimes,32 where people refrain from stating their sincere political views out of fear
of punishment.33 In a study that investigates public opinion data on governmental
and state trust, it is very likely that people in authoritarian countries would deliberately
conceal their views, which could lead to spurious results in empirical analyses. To this
end, the article takes into account data for countries that are considered as at least
“partly free” by Freedom House.34 If a country under analysis has transitioned from
being a “partly free” state to “not free” (or vice versa), the article includes data only
for the time period when the country is deemed “partly free” – and not the period
when it is seen as “not free” – due to the reasons elaborated above.35 This ensures
maximum coverage of countries and time periods, which enhances generalizability
and comparability.

Our concept of “regulative state institutions” includes the judiciary, the civil services,
and the police. We create a composite variable of trust for regulative state institutions
based on principal component analysis. The subcomponents of trust in regulative state
institutions are trust vested in the judiciary, the civil services, and the police. In light of
our panel dataset, principal component analysis shows that all of the three subcompo-
nents load strongly on our trust in regulative state institutions indicator (factor loadings
for the judiciary, the civil services, and the police are 0.88, 0.70, 0.72) and have a Cron-
bach’s alpha of 0.82. While making the crucial distinction between trust in regulative
state institutions and trust in governmental institutions, this statistically successful
and theoretically sound composite index ensures that we conduct several comparisons
between these two concepts for democratic countries throughout the world.

A comparison of trust in regulative state institutions and trust in governmental insti-
tutions based on the WVS data (1981–2014) reveals interesting insights. As shown in
Table 1, we rank all of the country-level observations in several WVS waves based on
the difference between trust in regulative state institutions and governmental insti-
tutions. Out of the top 10 states for the difference variable, nine are established democ-
racies whereas only Nigeria is a partially free country. Out of the bottom 10, five
countries (Ecuador, Guatemala, Venezuela, Bangladesh, Peru) were non-consolidated
democracies at the time of the respective WVS surveys. Out of the remaining five
countries, which are considered fully democratic, some have a history of authoritarian
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Table 1. Country rankings based on the difference between trust in regulative state and governmental institutions (top 10 and bottom 10).

Top 10 Country
Trust in regulative

institutions
Trust in governmental

institutions Difference Bottom 10 Country
Trust in regulative

institutions
Trust in governmental

institutions Difference

1 Nigeria (1994) 60.9 26.1 34.8 10 Mexico (2009) 31.5 43.9 −12.4
2 New Zealand (1999) 49.7 15.2 34.5 9 India (2004) 36.0 48.5 −12.5
3 Japan (2014) 57.9 24.3 33.6 8 Bulgaria (1999) 41.9 56.0 −14.1
4 Germany (1999) 56.9 23.5 33.4 7 Ecuador (2014) 34.5 50.4 −15.9
5 Australia (2014) 61.6 30.0 31.6 6 Guatemala (2009) 20.0 36.1 −16.1
6 Finland (1999) 62.0 31.0 31.0 5 Venezuela (2004) 39.1 55.7 −16.6
7 Hungary (2009) 47.4 16.4 31.0 4 Bangladesh (1999) 59.8 77.2 −17.4
8 Italy (2009) 55.6 25.8 29.8 3 Uruguay (2009) 43.3 60.7 −17.4
9 Canada (2009) 65.6 36.7 28.9 2 Argentina (2009) 16.3 36.9 −20.6
10 South Korea (2004) 56.4 28.9 27.5 1 Peru (1999) 15.8 37.0 −21.2
Notes: The numbers in parentheses after country names show the WVS date. Source: World Values Survey. D
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hegemonic parties (Mexico) or series of military coups (Argentina, Uruguay), some
have transitioned to democracy from communism after the end of the Cold War era
(Bulgaria). All in all, the difference between trust in regulative state institutions and
trust in governmental institutions seems to diverge as the countries get more demo-
cratic. But what is the underlying reason(s) behind this situation?

To better understand the dynamics behind the (co-)variations in different com-
ponents of political trust, we have grouped the countries in our sample based on
their level of democracy under the categories of partly free or free states at the time
of the WVS (n1 = 57 and n2 = 114 respectively). Statistical analyses show that the corre-
lation between trust in regulative state institutions and governmental trust for partly
free states is 0.71 whereas this correlation drops to 0.57 for free states (overall corre-
lation for the whole sample is 0.62). In other words, different components of political
trust start to diverge as countries get more democratic, leading to a 0.14 drop in corre-
lation between regulative trust and governmental trust. Furthermore, means-difference
tests for trust in regulative state institutions and governmental trust show us that these
two figures do not differ significantly enough for partly free states whereas they do differ
very significantly for free states (t-stat for this test is 4.56 and p is 0.00). These prelimi-
nary analyses show how trust in regulative state institutions and governmental trust
start to be perceived differently as countries get more democratic whereas they are
not as distinguishable in partly free states.

We argue that the reason behind the different correlation levels of government trust
and trust in regulative state institutions can best be explained by the variation in the
level of checks on the executive. We claim that the more the executive is restricted,
the less regulative state institutions are affected by the fluctuations in governmental
trust. Since in countries with better-established checks and balances the government
cannot encroach upon state institutions, the impartiality and efficacy of these regulative
institutions are maintained. The more insular the state from government, the more such
institutions will be devoted to the public rather than the partisan base of the govern-
ment, resulting in a wider gap between state trust and government trust. On the
other hand, citizens would tend to conflate different public institutions in systems
lacking proper checks and balances. Furthermore, higher interventions by politicians
in governmental offices on civil services will result in biased and inferior results,
which would eradicate people’s trust vested in regulative state institutions.

We instrumentalize “executive constraints” with the “liberal component index”
(v2x_liberal) in the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset.36 This variable aims to
capture to what extent the ideal of liberal democracy is achieved. Particularly, it
judges the quality of democracy by the extent of protection of individual rights and lib-
erties against the tyranny of the state and the limits placed on government. As Cop-
pedge et al. maintain, the liberal component index controls for “constitutionally
protected civil liberties, strong rule of law, an independent judiciary, and effective
checks and balances that, together, limit the exercise of executive power”.37 This is a
continuous interval variable that ranges between 0 and 1, 1 referring to the highest
level of executive constraints.

We first conduct bivariate regressions with our executive checks variable as the inde-
pendent variable and the regulative state trust, governmental trust, and differential trust
(regulative trust minus governmental trust) variables as dependent variables in separate
regressions. As shown in Figure 1, there is a strong positive relationship between execu-
tive constraints and trust in regulative state institutions (p = 0.02). On the other hand,
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the executive constraints variable is negatively correlated with governmental trust.
However, this correlation is only significant at 10% (p = 0.09). The strongest relation-
ship between our checks and balances variables and political trust indicators is found
between our independent variable and the difference variable (“regvsgov” variable).
Indeed, this relationship is highly statistically significant (t = 4.58; p = 0.00). This
means that with a higher level of checks and balances on the executive branch, the
trust levels vested in regulative state institutions and governmental institutions start
to diverge. Inclusion of multiple control variables to our analysis reveals further
insights.

One of the factors to be taken into account while examining the level of political trust
in a country is the state of the economy. The existing literature finds that people tend to
trust less in their political institutions when the national economy is in decline whereas
they tend to trust more when the economy is performing well.38 Since fluctuations and
the state of macroeconomic performance are more tied to the incumbent government
performance,39 we expect the greatest impact of the state of the economy to be on gov-
ernmental trust. In other words, we expect to find a positive relationship between
macroeconomic performance and political trust, especially governmental trust. We
instrumentalize macroeconomic performance by the annual gross domestic product
(GDP) growth (based on constant 2010 US dollars in the World Bank 2017 dataset).
Higher GDP growth is expected to increase political trust whereas economic contrac-
tions should lead to decline in political trust.

Another macroeconomic factor to be considered is the level of inequality. Scholars
argue that growing levels of inequality can diminish levels of political trust.40 On the
other hand, as Freitag and Bühlmann maintain, “greater income equality and increased
activity by the state in promoting equal opportunities promote trust”.41 To this end,

Figure 1. Relationship between executive constraints and political trust variables.
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countries in which institutions of the welfare state reduce income disparities are more
likely to be trusted. For instance, people in Scandinavian countries in which the welfare
state is created to bring down income inequality tend to trust more in political insti-
tutions.42 We use the Gini index to account for income inequality. In light of the litera-
ture, we expect to find a negative correlation between income inequality and political
trust: the higher the Gini coefficient in a country, the lower the political trust should be.

Another important area of research on political trust deals with the impact of edu-
cation. Some scholars argue that education enhances political trust43 whereas others
claim that the effect of education is negative.44 Some experts in the former camp
contend that education has a specifically conditional positive effect on political trust
in societies where level of corruption is perceived to be low, such as Denmark,
Finland, Germany, Great Britain, and the Netherlands.45 Others in the same camp
tackle the issue differently and assert that the political arena has increasingly become
a domain of highly educated and qualified citizens and alienated the less educated
from politics.46 On the other hand, the latter group of scholars maintain that with
increasing shares of well-educated citizens comes a reflective citizenry that distrusts pol-
itical institutions.47 According to these scholars, political distrust is not some undesir-
able phenomenon but simply an expression of individual orientations of well-educated
and critical citizens.48 We measure educational attainment by the widely used “average
years of schooling” data by Barro and Lee.49

A potentially crucial political factor to bear in mind with regard to political trust is
how proportional electoral institutions represent the electorate. Some experts suggest
that there is a strong correlation between proportionality of the electoral system and
trust vested in political institutions.50 These scholars maintain that proportional insti-
tutions with greater capacity for power-sharing are more likely to facilitate political
trust.51 Others argue that majoritarian electoral institutions yield higher political
trust52 since the attribution of responsibility for policy outcomes is clearer than in pro-
portional institutions.53 To measure the impact of electoral systems, we create a dummy
variable for majoritarian versus proportional electoral systems (called “elecmaj”), in
which 1 refers to countries with majoritarian electoral institutions and 0 to countries
with proportional institutions.

Another important political factor to bear in mind regarding political trust is regime
type. Some scholars argue that the presidential and parliamentary systems may have
different levels of political trust, in which all parties in parliamentary systems have a
stake in the policymaking process and thus produce higher levels of trust, compared
to the winner-takes-all presidential regimes.54 To measure the effect of regime type,
we utilize the “TypeExec” variable in Norris’s Democracy Time Series Dataset,55 in
which 0 refers to presidential regimes, 1 to assembly-elected presidential regimes,
and 2 to parliamentary regimes.

The last institutional variable that we take into account in our model is the distinc-
tion between federal versus unitary states. According to Elazar, federal systems should
elicit greater political trust than unitary systems since federalism manages to accommo-
date simultaneously the needs of different regions, and different groups in the electorate,
whereas unitary states allow less flexibility and produce more losers from the system.56

Likewise, spanning an array of European countries, Anderson et al. illustrate that pol-
itical trust is higher in federal states. On the other hand, other scholars show that pol-
itical trust in fact tends to be higher unitary systems.57 To measure the impact of this
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distinction, we create a dummy variable (“fedvsunit”), in which 1 refers to unitary states
and 0 to federal states.

Finally, we take into account structural and historical factors that may influence pol-
itical trust. First, we take into consideration the effect of social cleavages. Scholars argue
that in countries with salient social cleavages, political trust is affected negatively by
polarized segments of the society whereas high trust countries are usually characterized
with less salient social cleavages.58 We utilize Alesina et al.’s widely cited measure of eth-
nolinguistic fractionalization to test the effect of social cleavages on political trust.59

Moreover, we also factor the impact of historical conditions into our analysis. Specifi-
cally, we test whether a history of military coups has an effect on political trust. Experts
suggest that, even after their demise, military regimes do leave a huge imprint on the
sociopolitical landscape in many countries.60 Citizens who live in countries with a
history of military coups may have lower confidence vested in political institutions.
To test this proposition, we create a military coup variable (“coups”), which is 1 if
the country under analysis had a successful military coup and lived under a military
regime, and 0 if it has not (For descriptive statistics see Appendix A).

Before we delve into a multivariate analysis, we show simple zero-order correlations
between our three trust indices and a range of control variables in order to develop an
understanding of the associations between these variables. Table 2 illustrates the basic
relationships between our dependent and control variables.

Our dataset is a time-series cross-sectional (TSCS) panel data with observations for
multiple countries and multiple years. The extant literature on political trust mostly
depends on cross-sectional (typically cross-country) analyses based on a particular
point in time. Moving beyond such cross-sectional analyses to TSCS data analyses
enables us to study sociopolitical phenomena such as political trust in a broader
sense with increased time horizons, address the problems about the assumption of
cross-sectional and longitudinal equivalence (that is, drawing longitudinal, time-sensi-
tive comparisons based on cross-sectional analyses).61 However, one should be very
careful about model selection and specification, paying attention to the potential
risks and the nature of the data at hand.62 To this end, we first compare the statistical
successes of the ordinary least squares (OLS) and random effects (RE) models based on
the Breusch–Pagan Lagrange multiplier (LM) test. The test results (Chibar-Square =
8.55 with a p-value of 0.0017) indicate that we soundly reject the null hypothesis and
conclude that the RE model would be more appropriate than the OLS model. Next,
we compare the RE model and fixed effects (FE) model. The FE model is argued to
be successful in dealing with TSCS data since it allows for a correlation between the

Table 2. Zero-order correlations between political trust variables and control variables.

Regulative state
institutions

Governmental
institutions

RegvsGov trust
difference

GDP growth −0.01 0.19*** −0.24***
Gini index −0.17** 0.19** −0.42***
Educational attainment 0.02 −0.35*** 0.44***
Majoritarian electoral institution −0.01 0.01 −0.01
Regime type 0.31*** −0.01 0.37***
Federal vs. unitary States −0.02 0.05 −0.08
Ethnolinguistic fractionalization −0.15*** 0.15 −0.35***
Military coup −0.09 0.13 −0.26***
Notes: **=p < 0.05; ***=p < 0.01.
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residuals and the explanatory variables. However, the FE model disregards the effects of
time-invariant variables (variables that do not change over time). In our dataset, we
have potentially important control variables such as political regime type and
federal-unitary dimension that are indeed time-invariant, which would be neglected
in an FE model. Based on our dependent and independent variables, we nonetheless
run the Hausman test that compares the RE and FE models. The test results (Chi-
Square = 2.82 with a p-value over 0.8305) fail to reject the null hypothesis. Thus, we
prefer the RE model over the FE model as the former model is at least as successful
as the latter and it further allows us to incorporate both time-variant factors (such as
executive constraints) and time-invariant factors (regime variables, and so on).
Finally, to account for the potential problems of heteroskedasticity and autocorrelation,
we use clustered standard errors.63 Overall, we utilize a random-effects generalized least
squares (GLS) model with clustered standard errors against heteroskedasticity and
autocorrelation. Based on our model specification and the TSCS data at hand, the coeffi-
cients for the independent variables would capture the average effect of the chosen inde-
pendent variable over the dependent variables (that is, trust variables) across time and
between countries (in other words, the coefficients include both within-entity and
between-entity effects).

Table 3 shows the results of our statistical tests. This table illustrates how each inde-
pendent variable is correlated with trust in regulative state institutions and governmen-
tal trust, given other control variables. Yet, we are more interested in how different
subcomponents of political trust, more specifically trust in regulative state institutions
and governmental trust, interact with each other in light of our independent variables.
To this end, we draw our main inferences based on our difference variable (trust vested
in regulative state institutions minus trust in governmental institutions).

To this end, we observe that our main explanatory variable, the executive constraints
variable, accounts for the major divergence between these two trust variables. In other
words, with higher checks and balances on the executive branch, people tend to express
different levels of trust in regulative state institutions and governmental institutions, in
which they usually tend to trust more in the former, rather than the latter. Statistically
speaking, one standard deviation increase in our executive constraints variable (that is,
0.22 units) leads to a 3.98-point divergence between regulative state trust and govern-
mental trust. Furthermore, in light of the t-scores of all variables in the difference
model, we see that the executive constraints variable has the highest t-score (2.97),
having the highest explanatory power of our independent variables to understand the
relationship between different components of political trust.

In light of our difference model, we also observe that higher levels of inequality lead
to convergence between regulative state trust and governmental trust as a higher Gini
index decreases the difference between these two trust variables. This may mean that
people living in unequal societies do not discriminate between different political insti-
tutions and hold them equally responsible for income inequalities. In a similar vein, in
societies where social cleavages are more salient, citizens are less likely to distinguish
between government and administrative institutions. Moreover, statistical tests show
us that higher educational attainment leads to lower levels of political trust, both for
regulative state institutions and governmental institutions (especially for the latter).
However, educational attainment is not statistically significant for the difference vari-
able. This indicates that the impact of education may be mediated by other control vari-
ables in the difference model.
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Our difference model also points out three important political insights. First, major-
itarian and proportional electoral institutions do not make a difference in determining
divergent levels of political trust. Second, our regime type variable is positively associ-
ated with our difference variable. This shows us that in presidential regimes different
political institutions are perceived similarly as the presidential powers seem to have spil-
lover effects on trust vested in the judiciary, the civil services, and the police. In other
words, citizens living in presidential regimes tend to trust governmental and regulative
state institutions equally. On the other hand, in parliamentary regimes, different sub-
components of political trust diverge as people tend to hold different trust judgements
for governmental institutions and regulative state institutions. Finally, the federal-
unitary distinction also leads to differential trust levels in political institutions. Specifi-
cally, the difference variable is affected negatively as a state becomes unitary. This means

Table 3. Determinants of political trust.

Regulative state
institutions

Governmental
institutions

RegvsGov trust
difference

Executive constraints −0.75
(4.50)
[−0.17]

−8.81
(9.43)
[−0.93]

18.11***
(6.10)
[2.97]

GDP growth 0.07
(0.11)
[0.64]

0.19
(0.24)
[0.81]

−0.15
(0.16)
[−0.94]

Gini index −0.06
(0.21)
[−0.28]

0.12
(0.27)
[0.47]

−0.21†
(0.13)
[−1.60]

Educational attainment −0.81
(0.62)
[−1.30]

−1.36*
(0.81)
[−1.66]

0.74
(0.53)
[1.39]

Majoritarian vs. proportional electoral institution −2.63
(2.68)
[−0.98]

−1.55
(2.92)
[−0.53]

1.17
(2.46)
[0.48]

Regime type (parliamentary vs. presidential regime) 3.91*
(2.08)
[1.88]

2.26
(2.28)
[0.99]

2.53†

(1.57)
[1.61]

Federal vs. unitary states −5.39†
(3.74)
[−1.44]

2.34
(3.30)
[0.71]

−6.06***
(2.13)
[2.84]

Ethnolinguistic fractionalization −8.29
(9.54)
[−0.87]

11.21
(10.30)
[1.09]

−13.61**
(6.80)
[−2.00]

Military coups −3.94
(4.46)
[−0.88]

−2.53
(4.46)
[−0.57]

1.34
(2.46)
[0.55]

Number of observations 136 126 125
Number of countries 59 59 59
Average observations per country 2.3 2.1 2.1
Overall significance (Wald Chi-Sq) 14.55* 22.20*** 149.29***
R-squared 0.1440 0.1349 0.4181

Notes: We use GLS models with clustered standard errors against heteroskedasticity and autocorrelation. Standard
errors in parentheses and t-scores for individual variable significance in square brackets. ***=p < 0.01, **=p <
0.05, *=p < 0.10. †=p < 0.15. Majoritarian versus proportional electoral institution (1 = majoritarian; 0 = pro-
portional); Regime type (parliamentary versus presidential regime) (0 = presidential; 1 = assembly-elected
presidential; 2 = parliamentary); federal versus unitary states (1 = unitary; 0 = federal). Sources: World Values
Survey for trust data; Coppedge et al. (Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Project ) for executive constraints;
World Bank dataset for GDP growth and Gini indices; Barro and Lee (“A New Data Set of Educational
Attainment”) for educational attainment; Norris (Democracy Time-series Dataset) for regime type; Alesina
et al. (“Fractionalization”) for ethnolinguistic fractionalization. We created the remaining variables on our
own, based on an extensive review of political systems throughout the world.
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that political institutions in unitary states are more difficult to distinguish, that is people
tend to equally weigh regulative state institutions and governmental institutions in
unitary states and trust them accordingly. On the other hand, statistical results show
us that citizens in federal states tend to differentiate between different political insti-
tutions as they show divergent levels of political trust vested in regulative and govern-
mental institutions.

Furthermore, our difference model yields an overall R-Squared figure of 0.4181,
which captures both cross-country and over-time variances of trust differentials
between regulative state and governmental institutions. Wald test results also show
that the difference model is particularly successful (with the highest Wald Chi-
Square value) with regard to the overall statistical significance of entire models.

All of these statistical tests help us pinpoint the political, economic, sociological, and
historical factors behind different levels of trust vested in different political institutions.
Using a difference model is especially illuminating to understand under what circum-
stances people tend to hold different trust judgements for regulative state institutions
and governmental institutions. One of the major findings of these statistical tests is
the importance of executive checks on differential trust levels in political institutions.
Our analyses show that with higher checks and balances on the executive come
different notions and divergent levels of trust for different political institutions. Specifi-
cally, notions of “regulative state trust” and “governmental trust” are perceived differ-
ently in states with better executive constraints.

Robustness tests

We check the robustness of our findings in three ways. First, we insert alternative
control variables in place of some control variables used in our main models to
ensure that we indeed capture the desired notions of the indicators used in our
models. For instance, we replace the educational attainment variable with a “post-
industrialism index”.64 The post-industrialism index classifies countries into three cat-
egories: agrarian societies, industrial societies, and post-industrial societies. This index
is highly and positively correlated with the educational attainment variable, in which
post-industrial societies have the highest levels of educational attainment. Replacing
the education variable with this index does not affect our main statistical results. Simi-
larly, inserting an ordinal federalism index65 (which ranks between 1 and 5, 5 being the
highest level of unitary state) instead of our federalism dummy variable does not alter
our results. Furthermore, replacing the majoritarian electoral institution dummy vari-
able with an ordinal variable for the proportionality of the election of the members of
the lower houses does not affect our results.66

Second, we introduce further control variables that may affect political trust. Specifi-
cally, in line with the cultural approaches to political trust,67 we introduce dummy vari-
ables for major religions throughout the world to see whether certain religious cultures
lead to different levels of political trust.68 When introduced into our models, none of the
religion dummy variables (for Protestantism, Catholicism, and Islam) change our major
findings. Statistically, nations with predominant Protestant or Muslim populations tend
to trust more in political institutions whereas Catholic nations tend to have less political
trust. A further discussion of the impact of different religions on political trust is beyond
the scope of this article.
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In addition to the impact of religion variables, we also consider the effects of corrup-
tion on political trust. Scholars highlight the corrosive effect of corruption on political
trust.69 To account for the effects of corruption, we introduce the “political corruption
index” (v2x_corr) from the V-Dem dataset70 into our models. This is an aggregate
index, which measures the pervasiveness of corruption in the public sector and three
branches of the government (lower values represent lower levels of corruption). The
problem about this variable is high multicollinearity between our major explanatory
variable (executive constraints variable) and the corruption variable. The correlation
between these two variables is −0.77, meaning there is very high correlation between
executive constraints and corruption. Including each variable separately in the differ-
ence model yields statistically significant coefficients both for the executive constraints
and the corruption variable (though our executive constraints variable has higher stat-
istical significance based on the t-scores and p-values). Yet, introducing these two vari-
ables at the same time renders both insignificant, indicating multicollinearity. This
indicates that executive constraints better operate in non-corrupt societies and where
corruption erodes these constraints, citizens will hold similar (and lower) trust judge-
ments regarding governmental and regulative state institutions. However, the effects
of executive constraints on different elements of political trust go beyond the corruption
arguments. Citizens’ trust vested in regulative state institutions would not fluctuate with
ups and downs in trust vested in governmental institutions based on their political and
economic performance so long as there are institutionalized constraints on the execu-
tive. Higher statistical significance for the executive constraints variable in our major
difference model corroborates this point. Hence, due to these reasons, we have
decided to retain our main explanatory variable (executive constraints variable) in
our models and keep the corruption variable out of the statistical analyses.

Finally, as we have done at the beginning of the article, we divide our sample into two
groups: free and partly free countries and run our regressions for each group. The
results (available upon request) show that the major linkage between executive con-
straints and political trust variables is stronger for free countries than partly free
countries (though still strong in partly free countries). Better institutionalized checks
and balances lead to higher levels of both regulative state trust and governmental
trust in free countries. On the other hand, our executive constraints variable is stronger
in our difference model for the subsample of the partly free states, as compared to free
states. In other words, checks and balances more heavily affect the divergence of
different components of political trust in our partly free countries subsample. All in
all, the relationship between executive constraints and political trust holds both for
free and partly free states.

Conclusion

This study has shown that the correlation between governmental trust and trust in reg-
ulative state institutions is lower in countries with better institutionalized checks and
balances. In other words, the better executive constraints are institutionalized, the
less trust in regulative state institutions fluctuates with governmental trust.71 A possible
explanation for this relationship can be found in the existing literature on executive
constraints. Cox and Weingast, for example, show that executive constraints are vital
not only for the quality of democracy, but also for economic prospects. In light of a
panel data from 1850 to 2005, they demonstrate that increased executive constraints
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significantly reduce economic downturns and foster economic growth.72 Moreover,
Henisz maintains that increased checks on the executive reduce political volatility
since they “minimize the ability of politicians to respond to short-term political or
social incentives to favour one group over another or transfer resources from society
to the public sector”.73 Taken together, these studies show that better performance
and less volatility in public institutions due to less interference based on short-term pol-
itical motives can explain our findings.

Given the central role of trust for political systems as discussed at the outset of this
article, one could further argue for the indispensability of executive constraints for the
prospects of stable and governable countries. As maintained earlier, the literature has
established that effective policymaking, engagement in moral civic behaviour, cohesion
of society, and the legitimacy and stability of democratic regimes strongly depend on
citizens’ trust in political institutions.74 This article has underlined that better executive
checks are strongly correlated with fewer fluctuations of public trust in regulative state
institutions. Considering the vital functions of public trust in state institutions regard-
ing their governability and stability and nations’ economic affluence, maintaining the
autonomy of regulative state institutions stands crucial to help ensure a more govern-
able, stable, and prosperous nation – even though such autonomy might come as a nui-
sance for some political leaders and groups.
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Appendix A – Descriptive statistics

Mean Median Min Max Std. deviation
Dependent Variables:
Regulatory State Trust 48.09 49.35 9.90 79.70 15.03
Governmental Trust 40.72 40.30 7.70 86.50 15.23
RegvsGov 6.93 7.10 −21.2 34.8 13.23
Independent Variables:
Explanatory Variable
Executive Constraints 0.70 0.76 0.07 0.97 0.22
Control Variables
GDP Growth 2.43 3.20 −30.9 33.7 5.51
Gini Index 38.06 35.40 19.00 65.00 9.63
Educational Attainment 8.22 8.65 2.6 13.4 2.82
Majoritarian Electoral Institution 0.59 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.49
Regime Type 0.98 1.00 0.00 2.00 0.94
Federal vs. Unitary States 0.60 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.48
Ethnolinguistic Fractionalization 0.39 0.40 0.00 0.85 0.23
Military Coup Dummy 0.36 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.48
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