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Trust has long been identified as an essential component of social, economic and political life. 

Since the mid-1990s, as Newton (2007, p.342) notes, there has been an ‘explosion of interest’ in 

the concept driven by its perceived decline and reengagement with concepts of social capital 

(Putnam 1993, 2000; Fukuyama 1995; Seligman 1997; Braithwaite & Levi 1998; Warren 1999a; 

Hardin 2002, 2006; Keele, 2007; Uslaner 2002; Hetherington, 2005;  Zmerli & Hooghe 2011). 

The wider literature on political trust has identified a range of potential factors underpinning trust, 

such as citizen satisfaction with policy, economic performance, the prevalence of political scandals 

and corruption and the influence of social capital. Parker et al. (2014, 87) sum up the underlying 

assumption in much of the literature that ‘the public is more trusting when they are satisfied with 

policy outcomes, the economy is booming, citizens are pleased with incumbents and institutions, 

political scandals are non-existent, crime is low, a war is popular, the country is threatened, and 

social capital is high.’ 

 

The article acknowledges these debates, especially the general context of decline in trust in western 

democracies, including in France, our country case (Balme, Rosenberg & Marie, 2003; Boy & 
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Chiche, 2010; Cautrès, 2017; CEVIPOF, 2014; CEVIPOF, 2015; Dogan, 1999; Grossman & 

Sauger, 2017; Pew Research, 2017). It is framed to answer a more parsimonious question, 

however.  The analysis developed within this paper considers political trust within multiple layers 

of government at a single point and therefore provides a clearer picture of how citizens engage 

with complex governance arrangements where the primary responsibility for specific policy areas 

is often unclear. While attempts to measure or evaluate levels of political trust have generally been 

applied to the local or national level or, within the European context, the EU level (Citrin & Muste 

1999; Kaase 1999; van de Walle et al. 2008; Muñoz et al. 2011; van der Meer & Hakhverdian 

2017), our article breaks new ground, by looking at how political trust varies within a multi-level 

governmental system.  

 

This article reports findings from a major nationwide survey carried out from October 7-11th 2016.  

It  turns around how best to understand the drivers of political trust in political institutions in France 

in a context of multi-level government.  While some descriptive data is presented and discussed, 

the focus is primarily on the use of latent structure analysis to explore the trust data itself, and 

regression models looking in more detail at predictors of high or low levels of trust in the different 

institutions of France’s governmental system. All of the data and coding is available from the 

authors on request. The article is organized into four main sections. Section one operates a 

definition of political trust. Section two presents the research design and methods. Section three 

presents the results of latent structure analyses into the nature of measures of institutional trust. 

Section four then analyses institutional trust and identifies key demographic, regional and political 

traits that are associated with higher or lower levels of political trust. The article concludes that 

types of institution and forms of party identification matter more for political trust than socio-
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demographic or scalar explanations. The main contribution is to add a territorial dimension to 

debates on trust and to address the deficiency in the literature, which is dominated by studies of 

national or supranational trust.  

 

DEFINING TRUST 

 

Trust is perhaps one of the most contested concepts within contemporary academic debates. Levi 

(1998, 79 – quoted in Newton 2007, 343), for example, observes that trust ‘is not one thing and 

it does not have one source; it has a variety of forms and causes.’ Therefore grasping this concept, 

which is disputed both across and within multiple disciplines and operationalised in a variety 

of ways, remains a significant challenge. Trust is an object of theoretical controversy, pulled 

asunder by different theoretical chapels.   In the rational choice tradition, Lenard (2005, 365) 

emphasises ‘the strategic risk-taking elements of trust’ and draws on rational choice theory to assume 

that ‘both the truster and the trusted will act, in general, to maximise their own interests’. From a 

radically opposed perspective, trust is interpreted as a moral predisposition. Uslaner (2002, 17-18) 

argues that moralistic trust ‘is a commandment to treat people as if they were trustworthy’ and mostly 

does not depend upon personal experiences.   Fisher et al. (2010) add a third approach, 

deliberative trust. They argue that trust performs the function of ‘a facilitating mechanism for 

collective action that occurs through deliberation, innovation and co-operation rather than 

through a strategic, rational judgement of the trustee’s interests or a moral judgement about 

human nature.’ Thus defined, trust has been identified as a key factor in enabling cooperation 
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and reducing uncertainty in complex decision-making networks (Koppenjan and Klijn 2004; Cole 

& John, 2001; Stone, 1989).  

 

‘Trust’ is here defined in rudimentary terms as the relationship between a subject (the one who 

trusts) and an object (the individual or entity which is trusted). It is a multidimensional concept, 

embracing inter-personal, social and political dimensions. A key distinction within the literature 

has been the identification of these different forms of trust. Zmerli and Newton (2011, 69) 

delineate three kinds of trust: ‘particular social trust’ which involves those that are known to us 

personally, such as family, friends or work colleagues; ‘general social trust’ which is that placed 

in ‘unknown others’; and finally ‘political trust’ defined as ‘either trust in particular politicians 

or trust in the main institutions of government and public life’. ‘Particular social trust’ or 

‘thick trust’ is characterised as being inter-personal, described by Putnam (2000, 136) as 

‘embedded in personal relations that are strong, frequent and nested in wider networks.’ 

However, this form of trust is inherently limited because outsiders or strangers are likely to be 

distrusted. In contrast, generalised social trust or ‘thin trust’ is centred on more general 

information about social groups and situations. This form of trust performs a key function in 

modern societies, as Newton (2007, 349) notes, because ‘much social interaction is between 

people who neither know one another nor share a common social background.’ These two forms 

of inter-personal trust contrast with most characterisations of political trust. Hooghe and Zmerli 

(2011, p.3) draw on Easton’s (1965) idea of diffused support to characterize political trust as 

a ‘very thin form of trust’ characterised by a ‘kind of general expectation that on the whole, 

political leaders will act according to the rules of the game as they are agreed upon in a democratic 

regime’.  
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There has been much debate regarding how political trust can be conceptualised and 

measured. Hardin (2002, 152) argues that notions of trust in relation to government are not 

analogous to interpersonal trust; rather political trust is a form of ‘quasi trust’, an indirect 

relationship between citizens and  political trustees based on perceived qualities such as the 

integrity, predictability, performance and efficiency of politicians.  The key associations in the 

rich literature have been between trust, policy performance and social capital.  Hether ington  

and Husser  (2012 p .  312)  def ine  political trust ‘as the ratio of people’s evaluation of 

government performance relative to their normative expectations of how government ought to 

perform’.  Keele (2007) also links trust with policy performance and proposes a long-term 

association between levels of political trust (measured by survey-based evaluations of policy 

performance over time) and social capital (a composite measure drawn from aggregate level 

data).  In a variety of the policy performance debate,   trust has also become embedded in debates 

on issue salience (Hetherington and Husser, 2012) and policy mood (Stimson 2004), the level of 

trust varying over time according to broader questions of performance and policy agendas. Using 

a mix of bespoke surveys and focus groups, Hibbing and Thiesse-Morse (2001) introduce the 

rather different dimension of ‘process space’, to refer to the broader democratic processes that 

encourage trust, rather than the narrower focus on policy outputs and outcomes.  For their part, 

Taber and Lodge (2006) combines surveys and media content analysis to demonstrate the 

importance of ideological perceptions and the ever-present propensity for cognitive dissonance 

in the filtering of information. Taken as a whole, these definitions usually subordinate 

consideration of trust to something else: policy performance, social capital, issue-salience, policy 

mood, ideology or process environment. In these various works, trust is understood at a level 
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once removed, as an intervening variable to explain variations in policy outputs, policy outcomes 

and political processes. 

 

Our preference is to engage with one of the most recent definitions – that of Grimmelikhuijsen 

(2012, 54) - who provides a useful approach centred on three dimensions of trustworthiness.  These 

dimensions are: perceived competence, which ‘refers to whether people perceive a government 

organization to be capable, effective, skilful or professional in making decisions;’ 

perceived benevolence, which ‘refers to whether people think that a government organization 

genuinely cares about citizens’ interests’;   and perceived honesty, which  ‘implies that the 

government organization is perceived to keep commitments and tell the truth.’ In this article, we 

adapt this definition to view political trust as a contextually/institutionally contingent 

phenomenon based on the perceived competence, and, to a lesser extent, benevolence and 

honesty of government. 

  

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

Case selection  

 

The survey forms part of a larger project on trust and transparency in multi-level governance in 

the UK, Germany and France. Multi-level governance (MLG) is understood here across its two 

principal dimensions: multiple levels of delivery and regulation of public services (from local to 
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European), and multiple interactions, especially beyond the State, often involving the private 

delivery of public goods and assuming the role of lobbies and interests in policy formulation 

(Piatonni, 2010). The focus in this article is more specifically on the first dimension, multi-level 

government, in one of our cases, that of France. The choice of the French case captures 

contextually specific dynamics (the dispersion of policy-making dynamics in a formal unitary 

state), but also provides more general testable propositions in relation to other country cases, 

namely: the role of political trust in function-specific and general purpose forms of local and 

regional authority; the role of the State, residual or otherwise; the form of politics-policy 

dissonance in the pattern of multi-level public administration that characterizes contemporary 

government in general. 1 Some of these themes are equally present in the rich US-based literature 

(e.g. Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 2001), but they are dealt with here in a European environment 

that is clearly distinctive from the US case.  

 

These questions are pertinent across state form and especially in relation to our UK and German 

cases. They are especially germane for measuring the linkage of trust with more or less 

transparent forms of public administration. The primary focus on perceived competence is 

                                                            
1 This article examines an emblematic case, rather than engaging in a comparison, stricto sensu. The broader project 
from which this article is drawn (name and title of project) is explicitly comparative, however.   The project captures 
processes of trust and transparency (in multi-level governance) by comparing national, regional and city level 
dynamics in three states, by means of aggregate macro-level data, as well as ethnographic and experimental data 
drawn from a comparative analysis of six territories within three current EU member states: France (Brittany & 
Auvergne-Rhône- Alpes), Germany (Hesse & Saxony-Anhalt) and the United Kingdom (North West England 
& Wales). Work is ongoing. The EU context provides the core similarity between these states, whose distinct state 
types cover the range of logical possibilities for comparison: a federal state (Germany), a predominantly unitary 
state modified by forms of asymmetrical devolution (United Kingdom), a decentralised but still unitary state 
(France).   
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explained by the link of trust with transparency, understood in terms of policy delivery (where 

and by whom should policies be made). Who does what is not an easy question to answer in the 

French context. Various subnational authorities have overlapping territorial jurisdictions and 

loosely defined spheres of competence. There are now as many as six layers of public 

administration between the French citizen and Europe (commune, inter-communal structure, 

department, region, national government and European Union). The post-decentralisation French 

case provides an exemplar of what Hooghe and Marks  (2001) describe as ‘type 2 multi-level 

governance’.  While the classic formulation of MLG (type 1) ‘conceives of dispersion of 

authority to multi-task, territorially mutually exclusive jurisdictions in a relatively stable system 

with limited jurisdictional levels and a limited number of units’, a second type ‘pictures 

specialized, territorially overlapping jurisdictions in a relatively flexible, non-tiered system with 

a large number of jurisdictions’ (Hooghe and Marks, 2001, p. 1). Borrowing a metaphor from the 

federalism literature, the French model of MLG is more akin to a marble cake (random and 

fruity), rather than a well-ordered layer cake, with neatly distributed competencies between 

levels (Entwistle et al., 2014). Unlike in many systems of territorial administration, there is no 

formal hierarchy between levels of local and regional authority. Since 2016, there have been 13 

mainland regions (including Corsica), but they have lacked regulatory or law-making authority 

or an effective means of control over the other levels (see table 1)  

 

--- Table 1 around here --- 
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The EU dimension adds additional complexity: territorially, as there has been a gradual shift 

from a territorial narrative of strategic Europeanisation (whereby cities and regions use Europe to 

further their own ambitions and visions)  to a practice of normative Europeanisation (whereby 

local and regional authorities are forced to adapt to a harsher EU-driven convergence) (Carter 

and Pasquier, 2010; Cole, et. al. 2015); politically, with the rise of eurosceptical forces and 

discourses in mainstream French politics, barely occulted by Macron’s election as President in 

2017 and functionally, as EU integration  continues to challenge some important underpinnings 

of the French model of politics and policy.   

  

 

Measuring Political Trust 

 

The dominant method for measuring trust, both in terms of social and political trust, has been 

survey-based. There are a wide range of surveys that are utilised to underpin research on trust 

including the British Social Attitudes Survey (BSA), European Social Survey (ESS), 

Eurobarometer, American National Election Studies (ANES) and World Values Study (WVS). 

The combination of questions and indicators used to judge trust – in both social and political forms 

-  varies from survey to survey. Seyd (2016) notes for example that the ANES comprises a 

battery of survey questions focused on trust but many surveys, such as the ESS and WVS,  use 

single item survey measures. 
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Typical of the single item survey response is the WVS. In the 2011 Questionnaire for the United 

States, for example, the following single item question was asked: ‘Several groups of people are 

listed below. For each group, please indicate whether you trust people from this group completely, 

somewhat, not very much or not at all’ (WVS Wave 6, 2010-2014). Likewise, the ESS 

(Questionnaire Round 8 2016/17) asked respondents how much they trust a list of institutions 

(parliament – the legal system – the police – politicians – political parties – European parliament – 

the United Nations), in a way that does not facilitate finer grained or multi-level analyses.  In  the 

ANES, the Trust in Government Scale captures in a general sense trust in the honesty, 

benevolence and competence of the government in Washington, as measured by questions on the 

corruption of governmental officials, whether government is run by powerful interests and 

whether government can be trusted with taxes. While the ANES is an improvement on the ESS 

and WVS, the assumption is that trust is an undivided good that is not mediated by types of 

political institution.  

 

The best-known example of a single question approach is that of the British Social Attitudes 

Survey, whose measure of political trust is whether individuals trust Members of Parliament to 

put the interests of the country ahead of those of their party. Implicit is the assumption that 

individuals who trust a particular actor or institution in one area (such as the integrity of 

Members of Parliament) also trust that actor or institution in other ways (for example in their   

willingness and capacity to deliver on their commitments). Such an assumption conceptualizes 

political trust as indivisible. From our perspective, it is surprising how much of the above cited 

scientific production does not question the formal definitions provided of trust, and assumes an 

ontological and epistemological coherence that cannot be challenged or contested. This precludes 
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the possibility that political trust might be more nuanced and function-specific, with individuals 

having differing levels of trust in different institutions depending on their functions and 

responsibilities. This paper contends that context (including institutional context) is potentially 

key for understanding political trust (Zmerli and Hooghe 2011; Grimmelikhuijsen et al. 2013; 

Meijer 2013).   

 

YouGov France conducted an internet-based survey of 3003 individuals, selected according to 

quotas of age, gender, region and social-professional category. As a prelude to data analysis, we 

confront the tricky issue of whether the questions asked in the survey actually measure trust (or, 

more specifically, the thin form of political quasi-trust, rather than the more interactive 

interpersonal or generic social trust).  Amongst the various questions asked, respondents were 

invited  to select which (if any) level of government they trusted to deal with a range of policy 

issues: insecurity, employment, education, immigration, social protection, the environment, 

national territory, debt, growth, housing, transport and tax. They were requested to select ‘none’, 

the national government, the municipal authority, the regional authority, the department, and the 

EU. The approach adopted in practice operationalizes political trust primarily on the basis of the 

perceived competence of government institutions to handle particular policy areas. The extent to 

which this can be characterised as ‘trust’ has been questioned (Nooteboom, 2002). Though it 

might be objected that trusting the integrity of a political institution and the competence of that 

institution are not the same thing, here we are assuming that they are, on the basis that politicians 

promise to address policy issues and social concerns, and their success or failure in doing so is 

perceived by voters as a deliberate failure to deliver on a promise, as well as an indication of 

competence.  Former President Hollande’s failure to deliver on his repeated promise to bring 
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down unemployment, for example, was viewed by voters as indicative either of his dishonesty 

(making an unrealistic promise)  or, at least,  as a sign of his unwillingness to deliver  his 

promises, thereby diminishing trust in the Socialist President. 

 

METHODS & ANALYSIS  

 

Two core lines of enquiry organized the data analysis. First, the question of the relationship 

between different expressions of political trust (specifically, generic and function specific trust) 

and, second, the correlates of political trust.  While the first question addresses the blindspots of 

existing studies (especially those using single question survey items), the second contributes the 

data of our survey to discussions of the social-demographic and attitudinal underpinnings of 

trust.   

  

The question regarding the relationship between different expressions of political trust is 

addressed using latent structure analysis (LSA). LSA allows for the relationship between 

different survey questions to be explored in terms of their representation of a common latent (i.e., 

unobserved) trait, based on the propensity of survey respondents to answer those various 

questions in ways that is indicative of a common relationship. Typically, such tests have been 

conducted using factor analysis in social and political science (e.g., Parry et al 1992; Campbell 

2009; Pattie et al 2004; Chiche & Chanvril, 2014), which assumes that the survey responses are 

essentially a function of a number of common causes (i.e., latent traits) and identifies the best 

number of ‘factors’ to represent them. Van der Eijk and Rose (2015), however, show that factor 
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analysis has a tendency to over-estimate the number of latent traits represented by survey data 

(depending on its distribution). Moreover, factor analysis is based on the problematic assumption 

that individual respondents do not vary in their expression of traits through survey questions – it 

is only the questions that vary. This is hard to maintain when working with social survey data 

that is based on the assumption that individuals vary in terms of their expression of the 

characteristics measured, and is designed to capture as much of that variation as possible.  

 

Van der Eijk and Rose (2015) instead recommend Mokken Scale Analysis (MSA), a method 

from the analytic family of item response theory and a probabilistic version of Guttman scaling 

that has been used for some years in educational research (Yamaguchi and Kandel 1984; 

Brookover et al 1964; Single et al 1974). MSA assumes that all survey variables are indicative of 

a common latent construct, in which differences in response reflect the varying ability (or in our 

case, willingness) of respondents to give a positive answer to the question (Van Schuur 2003). It 

then tests this hypothesis, and either confirms that all of the variables do indeed measure a 

common trait, or shows that an alternative structure should be identified (Van Schuur 2003; 

2011). This method can be used to test the theory, therefore, that all indicators of political trust in 

our survey represent a common underlying propensity to trust (or not) a given political institution 

across all policy areas (i.e., generalised trust), or instead to suggest that trust in a given institution 

in one policy area is not related to trusting it in others at the same time (i.e., function-specific 

trust). The originality of this approach is that it potentially allows trust to manifest itself in 

distinctive ways according to the context of analysis; in the French case study we observe the 

expression of proximity trust for the lowest level of local government, the commune; a form of 
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policy-specific intermediary trust for meso-level local and regional authorities and a more 

generic institutional trust for central government. 

 

Using the techniques of Mokken Scale analysis, the article thus addresses the underlying 

question of whether trust is indivisible (respondents who express trust in one institution in one 

policy domain [for example the national government and the economy] also trust the same 

institution to deliver in other policy areas [for example, the national government and housing]), 

or whether, in a function-specific logic, citizens are more discerning and nuanced in their 

assessments of different levels of government. 

 

The survey respondents were asked to indicate which (if any) level of government they trusted to 

deal with the twelve policy areas identified above. This data was recoded into a series of 

dichotomous measures relating to each institution for each policy area (e.g., identifying those 

who trusted the national government to deal with the economy and those who did not; those who 

trusted the department to deal with the economy and those who did not etc.), producing a total of 

72 new variables. These were then analysed using MSA to identify clusters that were indicative 

of a common latent trait (such as a propensity to trust the national government across all policy 

areas).  

 

The data collected relating to socio-demographic, political and contextual traits also makes it 

possible to examine how different expressions of trust may be related to characteristics known to 

be associated with trust in the extant literature. Previous research has shown that political trust 
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can be shaped by one’s age, gender, level of education, socio-economic status, social capital, 

cultural capital, and experience of participating in politics (Putnam 1995; Sintomer & De 

Maillard 2007; Southwell 2012).  To address our second question – regarding the relationship 

between different expressions of generalised or function-specific trust in political institutions and 

socio-demographic, political and contextual characteristics – we employed a combination of 

descriptive statistics and regression analyses, the results of which are presented below.   

 

 

DATA ANALYSIS  

Institutional Trust & Policy Competence 

 

The key headline finding of our survey revealed a deep mistrust in the functioning of French 

democracy, including in the 13 regions that were the specific target of the enquiry. Though 

barely one in two (46%) declared that they were satisfied with the functioning of democracy in 

their region, this proportion was much higher than the corresponding figure at national level. In 

the CEVIPOF’s 2015 Barometer, fully 73% considered that democracy was not functioning very 

well or not at all well. These findings are consistent with the literature that points to trends of 

mistrust being less pronounced at the local level than at the national level (Cheurfa 2017). The 

CEVIPOF’s Trust Barometer asks the question ‘do you trust the following institutions a great 

deal, somewhat, not much, or not at all’; the survey has consistently placed municipal 

government ahead, followed by the intermediary local and regional authorities, the national 

government, the presidency, the National Assembly, the European Union and organisations such 
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as the G20.   When the question is reframed in terms of individuals occupying institutional 

positions, the conclusions are similar: the mayor of the commune is trusted more than any other 

elected politician.  That trust is enhanced by proximity is an intuitive finding that is backed up in 

our survey.  In relation to the question ‘which level is closest to the needs and preoccupations of 

the population?’, the commune (28%) emerges as the institution that is perceived to be closest to 

the needs and concerns of the population, ahead of the national government (16%), the region 

(14%), the department (13%), and the European Union (4%). 

 

Table 2 shows the proportion of respondents who identified each political institution as the most 

trustworthy to handle each policy area, as well as the proportion who identified no institution as 

being trustworthy and those who did not know. The data shows that a substantial proportion of 

French citizens have no faith in any institution to deal with major contemporary policy issues. 

The institution that provides the most faith on average is the national government, though this is 

still amongst a minority of the population, with around one in five respondents trusting it to deal 

with their concerns. The municipal and regional authorities are trusted by an average of 13 and 

14 per cent respectively, with the departments typically trusted by one in ten. The European 

Union is by far the least trusted institution, with only an average of three per cent believing it 

capable and willing to address their concerns.  

 

Table 2 about here 
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The average figures skew some variations in trust in each institution by policy area that are also 

noteworthy. While the national government is typically the most trusted institution, for example, 

fewer than one in ten trust it to address concerns relating to housing or transport, while one in 

three trust it to protect the national territory. Almost a third trust the municipal authorities to deal 

with housing, making them the most trusted institution in this area, while 29 per cent trust the 

regional authorities to address transport issues. Despite its very low average levels of trust, one 

in ten respondents trusted the EU most to address concerns relating to immigration and the 

environment. These variations by policy area suggest respondents’ faith in the capacity and 

willingness of institutions to deal with policy concerns is conditioned by their perception of it 

actually having the responsibility to do so; trust in the national government, for example, is 

lowest with regards to housing and transport, issues over which the national government is 

perceived to have a limited influence. The institutions with the greatest influence over these 

issues – the municipal and regional authorities respectively – are the most trusted to deal with 

them. Support for the intermediary levels of sub-national government (13 regions and 96 

departments) is sector and place specific, but provides a very thin form of legitimisation. The 

very low levels of trust in the EU (except in relation to immigration and the environment), 

confirm in some respects Schmidt’s (2006) dissociation between the national (politics without 

policy) and the EU (policy without politics) levels. If the national level is confronted with intense 

demands it cannot fulfil, the EU level ensures a key role in public policy regulation and 

elaboration which is barely acknowledged in public opinion. Such a politics-policy gap endears 

neither the central government, nor the EU. With echoes of Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s (2001, 

145) ‘policy gap’, trust appears undermined by the perceived lack of transparency and the 

difficulty in understanding complex relationships and patterns of service delivery.   
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Table 3 reports the results of the Mokken Scale Analysis, exploring the relationship between 

expressions of trust in institutions in relation to policy areas in more detail. The table reports the 

‘scales’ identified in the analysis (i.e., clusters of variables that were shown to represent a 

common latent trait), as well as two Loevinger’s H-coefficients. The h-coefficients for each 

individual variable show that the strength of association between it and the others in that scale in 

representing a common latent construct; the higher the coefficient, the stronger the association, 

with a minimum threshold of 0.3 being considered sufficient in the literature to conclude that the 

variables are measuring the same latent trait (Van Schuur 2003; Van der Eijk and Rose 2015). 

The scale h-coefficient shows the overall strength of association between all of the variables in 

that scale in representing a common trait. 

 

Table 3 around here 

 

The analysis showed the various indicators of political trust were mostly indicative of a common 

underlying trait of trust in a political institution (with one important exception considered 

below). The indicators are structured primarily by institution: in the language of MSA, an 

expression of trust in one institution to handle a particular policy area is indicative of the same 

underlying trait as an expression of trust in it to handle another policy area. The survey also 

uncovers evidence, however, that trust is strongly constrained by the perceived responsibilities 

and competencies of institutions. This observation leads us to ask the question: is trust a function 



19 
 

of logics of appropriateness in relation to specific levels of institution? The affirmative answer to 

this question can be deduced from Table 2, which presented data relating to trust in institutions 

to handle specific policy areas and from Table 4, which presents the results of the logistic 

regression analysis. The data illustrates that French citizens are highly variable in terms of which 

institution they trust to handle their policy affairs, and that a substantial proportion have no faith 

in any institution to do so.  Two broad logics account for the variable observed trust in 

institutions that we label as generic institutionalism and function-specific trust. 

 

We label as generic institutionalism the phenomenon whereby one level of government is vested 

with a general purpose legitimacy, over and above instrumental considerations of policy 

specialisation.  Thus framed, there are two ways of understanding generic institutionalism: 

proximity (closeness of the inhabitants of a territory) and policy pertinence (appropriate action of 

public authorities).  

 

Proximity (‘feeling close to’) is the most visible manifestation of public authority: we label this 

dimension as proximity trust. In the case of proximity, the municipal government emerges as the 

reference point:  proximity trust describes well the functioning of communes, as evidenced by 

the high rate of re-election of sitting mayors and the high levels of trust in localized institutions 

that are perceived as being close to local people.  The principle of general purpose local 

authorities is part of the underlying fabric of the French model of territorial administration and 

explains why French local authorities are loosely bounded with overlapping responsibilities. The 

general competency clause (compétence générale d’administration) confers the power to develop 
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policies on any matters in the general interest of the local authority, whether or not these 

competencies are formally recognised. Since the 2015 NOTRE law, only the communes are 

granted this right. The municipal government comes closest to achieving such a generic level of 

proximity trust, but is less and less central in terms of policy delivery. Communes have gradually 

lost competencies to 2000 or so inter-communal public corporations (EPCI) now covering 

virtually all of the country. There is a gap between micro -level trust and a lack of meso-level 

policy transparency, with the EPCI delivering urban public policy in the absence of direct 

democratic elections, a form of politics without policy at the local government level (Desage and 

Guéranger, 2016). Communes are trusted, but they represent more than ever a symbolic presence 

in France’s countryside and small town landscape and are far less autonomous than even a 

decade ago. The new commune only marginally affects this conclusion (Pasquier, 2017).  

 

As far as broad-based policy pertinence is concerned, trust is vested above all in the central 

government. In Table 2, the national government is perceived to be responsible, in some way, for 

virtually all of the policy items proposed.  It benefits from a generic credibility that is not 

available to other, more task specific levels of government. Trusting the national government to 

best handle immigration, the national economy and the national territory, for example, are all 

expressions of an underlying generalized policy trust in the national government. Measures of 

trust in the national government are not strongly associated, however, with measures of trust in 

the other political institutions as well (as single-item survey questions would imply).  
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Generic institutionalism contrasts with a form of ‘function-specific institutional trust’, in which 

faith in the capacity of institutions to address policy concerns is limited to the perceived 

functions of that institution. Function-specific institutional trust in the 96 departmental councils, 

for example, is expressed in the fields of transport, growth, immigration and the environment – a 

more limited range of policy areas that relate to the responsibilities and capacities of the 

departments. The departmental councils have evolved into agencies of the local welfare State, 

with minimal formal policy autonomy (though variable capacity, according to local 

configurations).  In the case of the departments, losing the status as general purpose local 

authorities in the 2015 local government reform (known as the NOTRe law) was a bitter blow, 

far more so than for the regional councils, traditionally apt at framing their role in terms of 

strategic management and planning (Frinault, 2017).  Likewise, the regions are trusted mainly in 

areas of their recognized competence, particularly that of economic development. The 2015 

NOTRe law strengthened the regions in important respects (in their de facto role of coordination 

of territorial planning and economic development), though our survey above all demonstrated 

that the method retained for merging the 22 regions into 13 was widely contested by political 

elites and public opinion.  

 

The paradox is evident between the crisis of state capacity in most of the policy fields mentioned 

above (abundantly commented in the academic literature), and the perception that the State 

retains the core distributive, redistributive and regulatory powers. These findings are illustrative 

of the continuing pertinence of the State in France and of national power as an overarching 

intellectual frame within which politics is debated (Cole, 2008). Of the other levels of 

government, the commune comes closest to achieving such a generic level of trust, which 
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extends beyond narrowly defined competencies, and reflects the practice of the general 

administrative competency of French communes.   

 

The analysis also reveals an exception. Scale one in Table 3 consisted of indicators of having no 

trust in any institution to handle the twelve policy areas, and the relationship between those 

indicators was stronger than for all the other scales identified. This shows that indications of no 

trust are themselves related in representing a common trait, specifically the tendency not to trust 

any political institution to achieve anything. Rather than representing a constrained generalized 

trust in a particular institution, this represents a generalized lack of trust in any political 

institution; essentially a form of political alienation in which respondents perceive that political 

institutions have neither the willingness nor capability to look after their interests (Dogan, 2005; 

Hardin, 2004; Southwell 2012; Fox 2015).  

  

Correlates of Function-Specific Institutional trust 

 

Having identified manifestations of function-specific trust, our next concern is with the 

relationship between individual characteristics typically associated with political trust in the 

literature – such as age, gender, education, socio-economic status or political ideology – and 

these expressions. The clusters of variables identified in the scales in Table 3 were merged into 

composite variables representing trust in the national government, the municipal authorities, 

regional authorities, the departments and the EU respectively. A variable was also created to 

represent institutional mistrust. This resulted in seven new variables measuring function-specific 
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trust in each institution: trust in the national government and municipal authorities was measured 

on a scale from 0 (meaning no trust at all) to 12 (meaning considerable trust across all policy 

areas); trust in the departmental authorities was measured on a scale from 0 (no trust) to 6 

(considerable trust); trust in the regional authorities was measured on a scale from 0 (no trust) to 

10 (considerable trust), and trust in the EU was measured on a scale from 0 (no trust) to 7 

(considerable trust). The differences in the scales reflect the differences in the range of policy 

areas related to function-specific trust in each institution; the national government scale is 

measured on a scale from 0 to 12 because trust was found to be represented by measures of all 12 

policy areas in the survey; the departments, in contrast, are measured on a scale from 0 to 6 

because trust was only represented by 6 of the policy areas covered by the survey. The 

differences in ranges is not indicative of differences in the maximum level of trust an individual 

can feel for a particular institution (in all cases, the maximum score means the highest level of 

trust); the only consequences is that the larger scales allow for more variation.   

 

Regression analyses were used to identify the key predictors of function-specific trust in each 

institution. The predictors represented the influence of demography (age, gender, social class, 

education and having children),  party, political ideology and locality. Table 4 presents the 

results of these analyses.  

 

--- Table 4 around here --- 
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The analyses reveal several important findings about the drivers of trust in government 

institutions. Existing accounts identify some relationship (albeit weak) between demographics 

and trust; for Rouban (2016), distrust is linked to the level of education, socioeconomic status, 

age, and political affiliation. The highly educated, the wealthy, the elderly, and supporters of 

moderate parties are more trusting than other groups, though “trust” in politics has been 

declining in all categories.  Our survey also suggests that demography has a significant impact of 

some sort on trust in all of the institutions, but the nature of the effect varies. Older people trust 

departments and regional authorities more than those under 45, though age has no effect on trust 

in the national government or city/communal authorities. On the other hand, youth is associated 

with higher trust in the European Union, which corresponds to the established finding that young 

people are typically associated with lower levels of Euroscepticism (Hooghe and Marks 2005; 

Gabel 1998; Fox and Pearce 2017). Our main finding is that some characteristics are statistically 

significant predictors of trust in one institution, but not another. Women, for example, are 

typically less trusting of the national government and the EU than men once all of the other 

factors in the model have been controlled for. Gender has no effect, however, on trust in any of 

the other institutions. Education also has a modest impact; the one significant effect from 

education is that those with a degree are typically more trusting of the government.  Social class, 

perhaps surprisingly, has no significant effect on function-specific institutional trust.  

 

The key analytical point is that institutional logics matter more than demographics. This point is 

illustrated by comparing the r-squared statistics of the regression models. These figures show the 

proportion of variance in trust explained by the independent variables in the model. The most 

successful model is that for trust in the national government, which shows that demography, 



25 
 

region and political ideology account for almost fifteen per cent of variance; these same traits 

explain less than three per cent of variance in trust in the departments, however, and less than 

two per cent in the municipal authorities.  The characteristics that affect function-specific trust in 

institutions, therefore, vary substantially. Contrary to assumptions in much existing literature, it 

is not possible identify a particular social group as being more or less trusting than others in all 

governmental institutions. Instead, trust needs to be examined both within the context of a 

specific institution, and within the remit of the primary responsibilities of that institution.  

 

Locality is also shown to be an influential trait, having a significant effect on political trust in the 

national government, regional authorities, and the departments. On average, people living in 

Paris are the most trusting of the national government, followed by those living in the South 

East, and then the North West2. Those living in the North East and South West are the least 

trusting. The relationship is almost reversed for regional authorities: those living in Paris and the 

South East are the least trusting. Those in the South West are rather more trusting, with no 

significant difference between them and people living in the North East or North West. Finally, 

those living in Paris stand out for being more trusting of central government and less trusting of 

the local and regional authorities. As central government itself is based in Paris, this likely makes 

Parisians more confident that the central government understands and reflects their concerns than 

those elsewhere. It may also explain their relative lack of trust in decentralised institutions, most 

                                                            
2  The analysis takes You Gov’s proprietary panel - which divides France into Paris and its regions, the South-East, 

the South-West, the North East and the North West - as the basis for analyzing locality effects, though these labels 

do not refer to the actual names of the 13 French regions. The objective is to identify broad territoriality effects.  
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of which are established to represent a particular local or regional interest in competition with 

Paris for resources (Prat, 2016).  However, the effect of locality on political trust varies 

considerably by institution, and the influence of place-specific factors on political trust overall is 

limited. 

 

The one set of characteristics that consistently prove to be very influential are those relating to 

political ideology and party identification, which suggests (perhaps unsurprisingly) that function-

specific institutional trust is more a function of political concerns than sociological 

characteristics. These are significantly related to trust in every institution examined, often with 

substantial effects.  Typically, those who identify positively with political parties are more 

trusting than those who do not – with the exception of those who identify with the Front National 

and those with no party identification. The FN bases its support on hostility towards and 

criticism of the political elite that dominate most political institutions, and particularly cites 

failures in policy areas such as employment, immigration and European integration as evidence 

of the abandoning by the political elite of many French citizens (Crépon et. al., 2015). The 

logical corollary is that FN identifiers are likely to be among the least trusting of the willingness 

and capability of political institutions to address their concerns.  

 

An interesting question is also raised by the fact that those with no party identification 

consistently have less trust in government, and are far more likely not to trust any institution than 

identifiers of any political party except for the Front National. While the causal relationship 

remains unclear (does not identifying with a party make someone less trusting, or are they less 
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trusting because they do not identify with a political party?), this suggests that not identifying 

with a political party is indicative the political alienation mentioned above in France, reflecting 

the dissatisfaction of individuals with the political options available to them. The result of 2017 

presidential election campaign (won by the centrist Macron who defeated the FN’s Le Pen, with 

neither the Socialists nor the Republicans reaching the run-of) revealed the depth of anti-party 

sentiments in the French electorate, and may have been related to this finding, as people who had 

lost faith in the capacity of the mainstream parties (that typically control the political institutions 

studied in this survey) to address their concerns turned to the alternative presented by Macron. 

 

Finally, political ideology also plays an important role in shaping political trust, independently of 

the effect of identifying with a particular party. The effect is variable across institutions, and 

does not suggest a consistent pattern in which right or left is associated with more or less trust in 

particular government bodies. Typically, those who are more right wing tend to be less trusting 

of central government than centrists or left wingers. One notable stand out group is those who 

identify themselves as ‘very left wing’; this group is significantly less likely to trust any political 

institution than other left-wingers, and is particularly distrustful of regional authorities. Given 

that party affiliation has been controlled for when estimating this effect, this suggests that there is 

a distinct effect associated with being ‘very left wing’ independent of one’s support for or 

opposition to a particular political party that promotes a particularly distrustful view of France’s 

political institutions.  In the context of France, this finding elucidates the success of the France 
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Unbounded candidate Jean-Luc Melenchon in the 2017 French presidential election, surfing the 

wave of anti-partyism and on the theme of dégagisme3.   

 

Conclusion 

 

While many French citizens still trust their political institutions and government, French 

democracy is hardly a perfect example of a satisfied citizenry. Around four in every ten citizens 

do not feel that any of their governmental institutions can be trusted to best manage the policy 

issues that matter to them, with trust in the departments and the European Union particularly 

low. This was found to be barely influenced by place or demography, and more significantly 

affected by political ideology and identification, with supporters of the Front National or of no 

party at all the most sceptical and alienated. 

 

Further research is undoubtedly required to explore the factors which drive political trust within 

different levels of governance.  There appeared to be no clear structuring role for heavy socio-

demographic variables. Variation occurred more at the level of particular institutions than 

according to social class, gender, age or place (though there were certainly some important 

effects). Rather more evidence was found to support the proposition that party and ideology 

perform an important filtering role. Parties matter; the evidence from this survey suggests that 

                                                            
3  Melenchon polled almost 20%. Literally, dégagisme signifies removing existing elites and banishing them forever. 
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the weakening of party identification has negative spillover effects for trust in democracy as a 

whole.  

 

In our survey, general levels of trust were highest in the national government and municipal 

authorities but notably lower for departments, regions and the EU. These mixed results suggest 

that the ‘closeness’ of government may play some role but its relationship to political trust may 

be modest or at best complex. Indeed, when individual policy areas are considered, the levels of 

government with relatively low levels of general political trust, notably the EU and the 

departments, receive greater levels of trust in those areas in which they have key responsibilities.  

 

The most pertinent explanation would appear to be a revised institutional one: trust is accorded 

to those institutions able to embody a comprehensive institutional order. The use of Mokken 

Scale Analysis allowed us to demonstrate that the national government is the most generically 

trusted institution: it is perceived to be responsible, in some way, for virtually all of the policy 

items proposed, hence benefits from a generic trust that is not available to other, more task 

specific levels of government. In this adaptation of new institutionalist thinking, the type of 

institution matters and distinct logics of institutional orders matter (Powell, 2007). In the case of 

France, economic crisis, the distrust of politicians and a general misunderstanding of the past 

decade of territorial reforms have increased mistrust in all political institutions. Insofar as 

institutional trust is retained, however, a form of social protection and policy competency is 

accorded to the national government, comforted by the proximity provided by municipal 

administrations, leaving the intermediary authorities (the 13 regional and 96 departmental 
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councils) as the depositories of thin, more specialized legitimacies – and the EU largely ignored. 

The French government can take some comfort from the fact that it is the main depository of the 

citizen’s residual trust. It ought to be a source of key concern for the French political elite, 

however, that more than one in three of their citizens feel that public authorities cannot be 

trusted, at any level of government, to handle key policy areas relating to the economy and 

immigration.  

 

The You Gov survey suggests several areas for future study. The regression analyses show that 

political trust is highly variable depending on the institutional context; the survey suggests that it 

is not sensible to talk of generalised political trust in all governmental institutions, but that trust 

has to be broken down and analysed on an institution by institution basis.  Are these findings 

generalizable to other comparable democracies, in particular those responding to Hooghe and 

Marks’ multi-level governance type 1?  Does state type (federal, union, unitary) determine, or at 

least strongly influence underpinning logics of institutional trust? The line of enquiry is worthy 

of further research. In terms of methods, the survey is a blunt tool, though it has the advantage of 

allowing a representative sample of a whole population to be studied, in this case the French 

electorate, and for sub-groups within that population to be compared.  The project on which this 

article is based also integrates a qualitative dimension in ongoing fieldwork, whereby the survey 

is complemented by experimental and ethnographical methods.  The main contribution of this 

article is to add a territorial dimension to debates on trust and to address the deficiency in the 
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literature, which is dominated by studies of national or supranational trust; further comparative 

analysis is proposed to validate fully the findings.4  
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