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Abstract: Political distrust has been the norm, rather than the exception, in many established
democracies in recent decades. Despite a wealth of data tracking deteriorating citizen attitudes
towards their governments, representatives and political systems in general, there is still a debate
regarding the meaning of distrust and its significance for the health of democracies. This article
contributes to the discussion by providing qualitative evidence that map the meaning, evaluative
dimensions and spill-over process of distrusting political attitudes. It finds, across the three national
contexts studied, that citizens express political distrust using similar language and employing the
same evaluative structure. Evidence suggests that political distrust is intertwined with the failure of
representation and entails a fundamentally ethical dimension. This article concludes with a discussion
regarding the implications of these findings for research on diffuse support in democratic systems.
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1. Introduction

Discussions regarding the erosion of political trust are omnipresent in public and academic
circles and have given rise to a heated debate around the health of western democratic systems [1,2].
Citizen distrust of government, politicians, political parties and representative institutions has become
the norm rather than the exception starting from the 1970s, when the scholarly community was first
alerted to the trends of declining political trust across established democracies. Since then, the debate
rages on. Is distrust an ominous sign for democratic stability, simply an expression of dissatisfaction
towards underperforming incumbents or an inevitable by-product of rising citizen expectations [3,4]?
From the rich academic literature that has ensued, we know that political trust represents “a reservoir
of good-will” that helps maintain support for overall democratic achievements in times of crises
and that widespread political distrust can pose a fundamental challenge for the effective operation
of government [5,6]. We also know that citizens who are trustful of their government and political
institutions behave in a cooperative manner, complying with policy decisions and, in turn, allowing
the political institutions to function efficiently [7–9].But to this day, we know little about how citizens
themselves evaluate the untrustworthiness of democratic systems—how they describe and explain their
attitudes of distrust, and how political distrust persists and spreads across parts of a democratic regime.

This article examines political distrust from the citizens’ perspective in three European democracies.
It employs a micro-level and qualitative methodological approach as it seeks to understand what
political distrust means for citizens, by exploring the language they use when expressing distrust,
the rationale they attach to their judgements and the narratives they develop to explain how perceptions
of untrustworthiness are formed. The aim is to investigate how citizens’ negative orientations towards
political agents, institutions and processes can be meaningfully systematised using their narratives
and what insights these provide to fill some of the gaps left by quantitative studies. Empirical research
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on political trust has explored the individual determinants (micro-level) of trusting attitudes and the
consequences in terms of political behaviour and participation [7,10]. Research has also focused on
the contextual determinants (macro-level) shaping trust at the country level [11]. The vast majority of
modern scholarship has relied on surveys and on the use of cross-sectional or panel data of trust levels.
Since the seminal work of Almond and Verba [12], very little research has incorporated qualitative
evidence regarding citizens’ evaluation and attitudes towards regime principles, institutions and
actors [13,14]. As a result, we have many informative theories regarding the institutional, cultural
and psychological causes of political trust, but also a number of blind spots regarding the meaning,
rationale and spread of distrusting political attitudes.

As a result, while there is widespread agreement that citizen attitudes towards their governments
and political institutions are negative [3,15], we do not really know what this means for people and
whether it means the same for different groups and different national contexts [16,17]. Similarly,
scholarship has conceptualised political trust as relational and targeted at a specific set of political
objects, either at core institutions of representative democracy or at political actors, incumbents and
office holders [2,18]. And while distrusting attitudes towards different political targets may hold
a different weight [11], we do not know whether political targets are evaluated as untrustworthy
following similar judgments. We are thus unable to explore how distrust can be contained at the
specific level or spill-over to the diffuse level and become systemic. In consequence, this limits our
ability to tailor policy actions to reversing distrusting trends before they compromise the effectiveness
of government operations.

Using a citizen-centred approach and qualitative empirical evidence, this article explores the
meaning and evaluative components of political distrust in three European democracies. It provides
crucial insights into attitudes of political distrust that can supplement existing micro- and macro-level
studies, which aim to explain the causes and correlates of distrust in political actors and institutions.
This article finds that while there are some differences across the three national contexts under study and
according to individual demographics, overall political trust and distrust are human experiences found
in any politically organised society. Citizens appear to make sense of untrustworthiness in the political
world around them in much the same way and to refer to similar cognitive and affective response
patterns in the countries under study. It is therefore possible to systematise a common understanding
of political distrust that is expressed in terms of negative expectations, lack of representation and
feelings of betrayal. Attitudes of political distrust entail evaluations that follow technical, ethical
and interest-based considerations, and furthermore, they set in motion a particular emotive and
behavioural set of actions. These findings put in perspective the over-emphasis on economic or
institutional performance indicators and point to the importance of normative considerations regarding
the institutional function and behaviour of political actors. Overall, findings can aid in the interpretation
of survey results showing the persistence of distrust despite economic stability, the appeal of populist
rhetoric and phenomena of distrust spilling-over from the specific to the systemic political level.

2. Dealing with Political Distrust

The Great Recession of 2008 and its aftermath, the rise of populism across democratic regimes,
the popular backlash to the European project and supranational cooperation, as well as the appeal of
anti-establishment parties and candidates across established democracies are all pointing to a ‘crisis
of representation’ where political distrust is rampant. Many democracies have witnessed growing
challenges to their political processes, with citizens becoming increasingly weary and distrustful of
their politicians, turning their backs to established political parties and candidates or even taking to the
streets to actively protest against policies and political institutions. Given the current political climate
and the uninterrupted trend of deteriorating signs of system support, there is strong reason to believe
that attitudes of distrust merit closer analysis [4,19]. The theoretical importance of political trust for
the effective governance and legitimacy of democratic regimes has been highlighted by numerous
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scholars [3,5,20,21] and empirical studies have shown political trust is a key component of diffuse
support for democratic systems [10,22,23].

Given its significance, political scientists have been using mass surveys and frequent polling to
closely monitor citizen attitudes towards government, political institutions and the political system in
general—first in the US and Britain, and subsequently across other European democracies. Survey
trends in the last decade show a rather negative picture. In the latest Eurobarometer survey conducted
in November 2018, over 60% of all Europeans claim not to trust their national parliament and national
government. (Eurobarometer 90, November 2018). There are significant cross-country differences of
course, but even among Scandinavian countries, approximately 30% of citizens claim not to trust their
representative political institutions. Similarly, in the US, 83% of Americans claim that they ‘never’ or
‘only some of the time’ trust their government to do what is right.

The fact that citizens express primarily negative affective and cognitive orientations towards
the people that govern them, their political institutions and processes has been well documented
and studied in political science [3,12,24–26]. This new pattern of political orientations has been
assigned various labels, such as ‘dissatisfied democrats’ [27], ‘critical citizens’ [3,28] or ‘emancipated
citizens’ [29,30], emphasizing critical citizen attitudes combined with democratic aspirations. These
approaches maintained that scepticism and political dissatisfaction that stems from a political system
not living up to the democratic expectations of citizens may lead to positive change in the direction of
deeper and more transparent democracies. A crucial requirement is that citizens remain dedicated
and positively oriented towards the core representative institutions and principles that underpin
democratic systems and that distrust is targeted towards political actors, incumbents and their policies.
However, distrust at the specific level, without much change in the perceptions of untrustworthiness of
political actors, has persisted for too long. It is possible that distrust of specific executives and political
candidates may spill-over to the diffuse level that encompasses the entire political class and political
establishment sooner or later and allow forces that challenge the existing democratic arrangements
to emerge [31]. The recent surge in theoretical and empirical work that attempts to conceptualise
and understand negative citizen orientations, such as ‘anti-politics’ [32] or ‘counter-democracy’ [33],
or “grievance models” [18], further showcase the need to better understand negative attitudes and
values towards politics.

Existing empirical work has tried to identify the causes of political trust and distrust, as well
as their implications for democratic governance [7,8,11]. A number of studies looked at aggregate
trust levels from a comparative perspective and explored macro-level variants, broadly categorised as
institutional and economic performance or cultural-historical factors [34,35]. Other studies focusing
on micro-level determinants delved deeper into the role of individual characteristics, perceptions of
government performance in a series of policy areas, such as the economy, crime and security, as well
as of individual evaluations of procedural fairness, impartiality and democratic standards [22,36,37].
The effects of individual levels of education, political interest and knowledge, in particular, have been
highlighted as contributing to more positive orientations towards political institutions and general
levels of satisfaction, although the rise in education levels and simultaneous decline in mass survey
trends of trust suggest the empirical link between the two is more nuanced [38].

The insights achieved using survey data of political trust are valuable, but there are many
opportunities to supplement such knowledge with qualitative empirical evidence. For example,
scholars have already highlighted that the cultural versus economic grievances models are likely
to be intertwined [39]. In the lived experience of citizens’ everyday politics, economic and cultural
evaluations do not operate as distinct political “models”. Similarly, it is difficult to disentangle the
underlying rationale for distrust when multiple crises occur. The Great Recession of 2008 saw severe
economic downturns and austerity policies across many European countries but soaring political
distrust might have been more a result of the democratic failures, such as the lack of responsiveness and
accountability, rather than the poor economic performance [40]. Finally, the way in which distrusting
citizens have chosen to behave in the political arena has varied greatly, spanning from support for
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anti-establishment candidates and anti-systemic parties, preferences for populist rhetoric and acts
of political protests to retreat and apathy [41]. While all of these types of behavioural responses are
associated to increased political distrust, the way citizens explain and rationalise their motivations for
action are still being investigated.

This article argues that an inductive approach to the study of political distrust focused on citizens’
everyday social experience can serve to fill some of the gaps left by the existing approaches of empirical
study, which have mainly relied on survey trust indicators. It aims to supplement scholarly knowledge
of political distrust—rather than antagonise their findings—and suggest avenues for future research
by exploring the meaning citizens assign to their expression of political distrust. This paper starts
by asking “what do citizens mean when expressing political distrust?” and “how do they explain
their judgement?”. It therefore discusses the key themes that emerge from citizens’ accounts and
the evaluations that underlie their decision to distrust. Further, it considers how such judgments
vary when evaluating different political agents and provides citizens’ account of how distrust can be
contained or can spill-over across political targets. These insights allow us to better contextualise the
phenomenon of political distrust in the current climate of a crisis of representation.

3. Methodology: Studying Trust and Distrust from the Citizen’s Perspective

By analysing narrative interviews, this article examines the themes, evaluative processes and
behavioural implications of political distrust in terms of citizens’ everyday social experience. It asks
how people speak about political trust and distrust, what meaning they assign to these concepts and
what evaluative processes are entailed in expressions of distrust. Following a micro-level qualitative
approach, this article seeks to collect and analyse people’s understanding of politics, what constitutes
trustworthy and untrustworthy politics and how they choose to navigate their political systems in
terms of participation, support or protest. I am interested in the meaning participants assign to distrust,
the context and themes they bring up when expressing distrust and the evaluations that underpin
it. These are important elements of the attitudinal constructs of political trust and distrust. Existing
conceptual and empirical work links them to system support and citizens’ political behaviour, but a
contemporary qualitative account of these elements is currently lacking.

This article analyses popular narrative interviews from three European democracies. Italy, Greece
and the UK were selected as cases on the basis of the availability of distrusting political attitudes
among citizens. All three countries showcase lower political trust than the EU average, but differ
substantively in key institutional set-ups and in their political and historical trajectories known to
affect the basis for political trust at the macro-level [40]. Many approaches to research design caution
against selecting cases based on the dependent variable [42,43]. This is because it prevents researchers
from making causal claims about the relationship between the dependent and independent variables.
While this study is not a perfect example of Mill’s method of difference, it is important to note that its
aim is not to test specific theories of political distrust or make causal claims. The goal is to explore the
meaning attached to political distrust across established democracies and to provide a categorisation
for the everyday experience and expression of political distrust. Therefore, the countries studied were
selected from the wider group of western established democracies that are plagued by deteriorating
citizen evaluations of governments and key political institutions. The contextual differences in the
three countries should aid in the generalisability of findings. Figures 1 and 2 below present aggregate
levels of distrust in national parliament and national government for Italy, Greece, and the UK, as well
as the EU average. There is some variation across time, and trust levels appear to be sensitive to
political developments, such as the onset of the financial crisis, the election of the Syriza government
in Greece or the Brexit negotiations in the UK. Nevertheless, citizen orientations towards the national
government and national parliament have been predominantly negative for a number of years, leading
up to the fieldwork carried out in 2013 and have continued to be so since then. In Appendix I reflect
more on the case selection, and provide specific information regarding the national contexts and
linguistic differences of the three countries.
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Figure 1. Percentage of citizens that ‘tend not to trust’ their national government.

Figure 2. Percentage of citizens that ‘tend not to trust’ their national parliament. Note: Vertical line
marks the start of fieldwork (June–September 2013). The EU average includes all member states after
European enlargement. Source: Eurobarometers 48–91.

A number of other countries in Europe, such as the post-communist countries of Central and
Eastern Europe, could have provided fertile ground for the study of political distrust. However, existing
research of political attitudes in these societies has shown that the communist experience and subsequent
transition has shaped the way citizens relate and evaluate the state, as well as their community, in a
fundamental way that cannot easily be compared to countries without a communist past [34,40].
Britain, Italy and Greece represent nations from a relatively homogenous group of Western European
established democracies, which present variation in their historic trajectories, institutional characteristics
and political culture. Table 1 presents political, institutional and socioeconomic characteristics that
are known to influence political culture and baseline levels of political trust for the year fieldwork
was underway.

As a social scientific field, political science is inherently interested in meaning. Using an often
quoted example in the interpretative tradition by Gilbert Ryle, King et al. [42] comment on the
fundamental difference in the meaning of a twitch and a wink—despite the identical appearance of
the two actions—to highlight the implications our understanding of such meanings have on social
interaction. They explain that “if what we interpret as winks were actually involuntary twitches,
our attempts to derive causal inferences about eyelid contraction on the basis of a theory of voluntary
social interaction would be routinely unsuccessful: we would not be able to generalise and we would
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know it” [39,42]. Their point is directly applicable to studies of political behaviour and emphasises the
fact that without access to ‘meaning’ any attempt to derive theories around the observable implications
of citizen actions would be stifled. Research interest in citizen attitudes of political distrust stems from
its theorised consequences on participation, cooperation, compliance and democratic governance in
general. Understanding what political distrust means for citizens and how it functions is a necessary
step before investigating observable implications that form the big questions in political science.

Table 1. Institutional, political and economic information on selected countries (2013).

UK Italy Greece EU Average

GDP per capita (in USD) 41,776 35,477 21,966 34,300
Unemployment rate 7.5% 12.2% 27.3% 10.9%

Inequality (Gini coef.) 30.2 32.5 34.4 30.5
Governance Score (−2.5 to +2.5) 1.47 0.45 0.45 n.a

Corruption Perception Index (0 to 100) 76 43 40 n.a.

Democratic since 1918 1946 1974 n.a.
EU (ECC) member since 1973 1957 1981 n.a.

Electoral System Majoritarian
(first-past-the-post)

Closed party-list
Proportional Representation,

with plurality bonus *

Reinforced Proportional
Representation n.a.

Bicameralism Yes Yes No n.a.

Federalism No (devolution for
certain regions)

No (special status for certain
regions) No n.a.

Trust in Parliament 24% 10% 12% 26%
Trust in Government 22% 10% 10% 25%

Trust in EU 20% 23% 21% 31%

* The Italian electoral law in effect in 2013, also known as ‘porcellum’ was declared unconstitutional by the Italian
Constitutional Court and was replaced in 2015 with an open party-list PR system. Note: Data for 2013. Sources:
World Bank, Eurostat, Transparency International, and Eurobarometer.

Popular narrative interviews are a promising way of gaining access to participants’ thoughts
on political distrust. Systematised as a research tool that aims to reconstruct events from the
interviewee’s perspective, narrative interviews do not simply offer the recounting of events as a list,
but comprehensively connect them in time and meaning [44,45]. Narrative accounts can offer important
insights into the thought processes involved in political distrust, showing what types of information
citizens use, how they evaluate them, the way they interpret events and choose to explain them to
a third party [46]. It invites participants to elaborate on already formed attitudes which are often
employed as heuristic mechanisms in the evaluation of new evidence and in the decision to act [23].
Further, the participant is at the centre of the story and assumes responsibility for presenting her views,
experiences and feelings without interference from the researcher. Though these may not always
appear coherent, the encouragement and lack of interruptions by the interviewee and the long length
of narrative interviews offers participants the space to retrace their thoughts and connect them in a
meaningful way. This interviewing method allows citizens to use their own language when expressing
distrusting attitudes, to offer personal interpretations of untrustworthy behaviour and account for their
significance. Structured or semi-structured interviews are common methodological tools in qualitative
research but allow the interviewer to impose the selection of language, the wording, the type of topics,
the timing and ordering of each question [47].

A potential shortcoming of the narrative method stems from the relation citizens’ narratives have
to true events and factual reality. This is a valid point that speaks to a wider question within the study
of political distrust using a micro-level research perspective: to what extent do citizen perceptions
correspond to reality? The attempt to understand political distrust from a citizen’s perspective
requires such an approach. Political distrust is an expression of perceived political untrustworthiness.
Whether perceptions of political untrustworthiness correspond to factual evidence of untrustworthy
conduct on behalf of political actors is a significant, but altogether different question, regarding
the untrustworthiness of political systems. The final section of this article revisits this point and
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the malleability of political distrust in the current polarised information environment and age of
“post-truth” politics.

The research is based on 48 narrative interviews with everyday actors (16 interviews in each
country) averaging ≈1 hr in length over the summer-autumn of 2013. Using a conversational style,
I invited participants to discuss their general opinions on politics and encourage them to elaborate
on the views, feelings and episodes they chose to recount. When selecting participants, the aim was
not representativeness, as this is not an appropriate measure of rigor in small-n studies [48]. Rather,
the aim was to obtain a breadth of narratives and perspectives by interviewing citizens across the
political spectrum who belong to diverse social groups. Study participants represent a varied sample
in terms of key demographic characteristics known from earlier research to affect baseline levels of
trust and distrust in politics, as well as other political orientations (it included among others, university
students, pensioners, unemployed, professionals, activists, people with special needs, 1st and 2nd
generation immigrants who have obtained passports, local volunteers). A detailed list of the entire
sample and country groups is available in the Online Supplementary Materials, Appendix II. Overall,
participants formed a mixed gender group (50% female), belonging to a variety of age groups (average
age 41.8 years) and socioeconomic status (following the ESEC classification). Geography is also an
important factor in the distribution of political distrust attitudes in each country and related political
variables [9]; therefore, in order to increase the diversity of the sample, interviewees were recruited
from three different geographical areas within each country, which included a big city (capital or
financial centre), a smaller urban setting and a rural area.

Participants were recruited for this study in two ways. The majority of participants were approached
ahead of the interview through referral networks of local people who did not participate in this study
themselves but were asked to nominate other citizens who may be willing to participate. The remaining
participants were invited to participate in an interview selected ‘on the spot’ from social settings, always
with the aim of recruiting as diverse a sample as possible in all three national contexts. Two-thirds of
participants were contacted in advance and recruited via this ‘second-referral’ method, and one-third of
participants was recruited ‘on the spot’ in social settings (cafés, piazzas, restaurants). While every effort
was made to obtain a diverse and balanced interviewee pool in terms of demographic characteristics,
it is possible that people self-select to participate in this study on the basis of their existing political
outlook, their interest in politics or even time availability. For this reason, the purpose of this study
was not mentioned explicitly, and ‘distrust’ was not mentioned in any of the correspondence with
participants or introductory information. Furthermore, participants who initially claimed not to have
much to say or to be uninterested in politics were specifically encouraged to participate in this study
and efforts were made to meet with busier participants in convenient locations (close to their place of
work, during a 1 hour lunch break or after work). For the purposes of our study, it was important to
not refer explicitly to the issue of political distrust, as this could predispose participants and introduce
acquiescence and response bias in their accounts. The purpose of this study was introduced as an
effort to better understand how (British/Greek/Italian) citizens think about politics, politicians and
institutions in their country.

Interviews were conducted with the help of a handful of thematic headings to trigger thoughts and
ideas on political evaluations and distrust. (The list of thematic headings and interviewee interjections
is available in the Online Supplementary Materials, Appendix II). Each interview commenced with the
same prompter asking participants: “What are your thoughts about politics in England/Greece/Italy?”
According to Jovchelovitch and Bauer’s [45] systemisation of the narrative interview, the researcher
managed to pose as an ‘outsider’ in all three national contexts with limited information about political
developments and past events, and had minimal input throughout the interview, using only follow-up
and encouraging remarks. Interviews averaged 58 min in length (min 41–max 79 min), providing
approximately 2770 min of narrative content. The length of interviews and general approach to the
subject of politics varied across participants, depending on their willingness and ability to express
their views on politics uninterrupted for extended periods of time. A potential limitation of the
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narrative interview methodology is that certain social groups and cultural contexts are better able to
take advantage of the unstructured and open nature of the interview. Narrative interviews seemed to
work well in all three countries, but there was variation in the length and content of narrative accounts
among people with different levels of political interest and political knowledge, as well as the eagerness
of citizens to share their views between Greek, Southern Italian (more eager), and Northern Italian or
English (less eager) participants. Interviews were conducted in the native language of the participants.

The following sections of this article analyse the collected data by engaging with the narratives
and meaning of political distrust, the evaluations and targets of distrusting judgments as well as
the emotive and behavioural implications citizens ascribe to political distrust. To do this, interview
content was analysed in a stepwise procedure of text reduction and categorised in line with Bauer [44].
These steps, presented in Table 2 below, represent an eclectic collection of the most appropriate phases
of qualitative analysis for political attitudes, in line with Creswell [49] and Tesch [50]. Thematic
analysis offers a highly robust set of tools for the systematisation and study of qualitative data [51].
It begins with “careful reading and re-reading of the data”, in order to identify common themes
that can be synthesised in patterns describing the concept under study [52]. Thematic analysis of
narrative content provided manageable amounts of information and allowed for the identification
of common observations, patterns and thought processes in expressions of political distrust across
different participants and national contexts.

Table 2. Seven steps of narrative content analysis.

Step 1 Transcription of narrative interviews.

Step 2 First stage of analysis: reading of the data and identifying common themes that emerge from
expressions of political distrust.

Step 3 Translation of narrative content.

Step 4 Second stage of analysis: Summarising the data and streamlining recurrent examples, issues or
themes that emerge.

Step 5 Third stage of analysis: Categorisation of condensed information on the basis of higher-order
themes that encapsulate key aspects of political distrust judgments.

Step 6 Fourth stage of analysis: Connecting data. Describe, explore and summarise the connections
between themes, evaluations and responses identified.

Step 7 Final stage of analysis: Interpreting the patterns identified and mapping a bottom–up
understanding of political distrust.

4. Analysis and Discussion

The aim of the qualitative study of political distrust is to uncover the meaning, expression and
underlying evaluation of distrusting attitudes across democracies. While individual judgments and
their explanations are a personal matter, the goal was to gather enough evidence that would inform our
understanding of political distrust across different citizen groups and national contexts. One of the first
findings that became apparent from the data was that despite the different national contexts studied,
the way participants reflected and explained their orientation towards politics could be analysed
together and contribute to the identification of patterns, themes and evaluations underpinning political
distrust. While the participants in this study referred to their national political actors, institutions and
systems, recounted different events and even drew different conclusions from the same event, political
trust and distrust was expressed and explained in a similar way across the three national contexts.
As a result, the analysis and discussion presented below are conducted using all material from the
three democratic contexts under study. The discussion is also supplemented by interview extracts that
are representative (i.e., found in multiple narratives) and serve to demonstrate the themes, evaluations
and language citizens employ in their discourse.
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4.1. Political Distrust as the Failure of Representation: “It’s as If . . . Nothing Represents You”

Political trust and distrust are about political representation—or the lack thereof. This theme
emerged clearly from narrative accounts in all national contexts. At the specific political level,
participants explain how the lack of a political party, group or candidate for them to lend their support
to effectively means there was no actor that shares their values and interests. Representation of a
citizen’s values and interests was central in almost every narrative of trust, and particularly, of distrust.
The failure of representation is expressed in terms of the lack of political actors that promote the values
a citizen holds dear (G-1203, G-1205 UK-3102-1105-1209-1210-1207). At the partisan level, political
parties or political figures could help to provide this link between the citizen and politics. However,
when they fail, the result feels debilitating, as these young participants explain: “There is no one to
represent you. So, neither on a lower nor on a higher level can I find anything. That’s why I am telling
you they take away your will” (G-1203). “You cannot trust anyone! The simplest example: we will
have elections next year and I do not know who to vote for (G-1205).”

Many participants from all three European democracies consider elections and the act of voting
as a central feature of representative democratic systems and an integral part of their civic identity.
Elections represent the opportunity for each citizen to voice their political will, to participate in the
democracy they live in and to articulate their preferences in a meaningful way. Citizens expressed
frustration when they were unable to find a party or candidate to support or when they knew that their
act of support did not really matter. This meant that there was no way for them to affect the politics of
their country or region and was interpreted as a betrayal or invalidation of the system’s democratic
promise to citizens. As a result of this democratic failure, participants expressed anger, shame (for not
voting), apathy, alienation and reduced feelings of efficacy (I-3201, I-3202, I-2213, I-2216, G-1204, G-1107,
G-2108, G-3216, UK-1211, UK-3213, UK-1204, UK- 1210). Even for participants who did not explicitly
feel a lack of representation, the act of supporting a political party was used as an example of faith and
trust in that party and, by extension, to the electoral process and democratic system. The act of electoral
participation validates the core process of representative democracy. A young participant explained:
“you are trusting the party you vote for that, if they were to gain power, they would govern in the best
interest of the country. If I didn’t have any trust, then I wouldn’t see any point in voting” (UK-3102).

At the institutional level, political distrust emerges in the context of elections when the electoral
process is viewed as not functioning properly or failing to give citizens a chance to make their voices
heard. This could be because of a perceived faulty electoral system, such as the closed-list system in
Italy, which allowed party leaders to rank candidates however they choose. According to participants
“choosing who goes into Parliament is a huge power” (I-2112) and they would describe this as
“a scandal” (I-3105), “un-democratic” (I-1206) and one of the reasons for the malfunctioning of the
central representative institutions. Political distrust arising from electoral system was also evident in
narratives in the UK, where the first-past-the-post system made some participants describe voting as a
“waste of time” (UK-1105), especially in the case of people living in a safe constituency in which a seat
is held by the out-party. This becomes problematic, not only for voters who feel cheated out of their
right to express electoral support for their party, but also for participants without any strong partisan
preference who believe elections no longer give them the opportunity to “throw the rascals out.”
A participant claimed that politicians become complacent and “feel they can do things exactly their
way and not worry about their posts, because they know they will be voted in next time” (UK-3213).

Overall, political distrust was discussed in terms of the lack of representation of participants
interests and values. The perception of political agents as promoting citizens’ best-interest and
protecting their rights is considered equally important for the institutions that legislate and enforce
the rules. When probed to elaborate what she meant when she claimed she did not feel represented
“in any way”, a young Italian explained: “When I say “you represent me” it means that I give you my
idea, it is as if I make this gift of trust in you and you ought to go, with my name and my face and
represent me and fight for my interest and not yours. When I say, “I feel represented” for example from
the institutions or by the political class, is when I know that my rights will be protected in some way.
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But in reality, they don’t protect them through laws and they don’t protect them through the justice
system” (I-3201).

4.2. Faith and Betrayal: “Lying Point Blank in Our Faces”

The meaning of political trust and distrust can be distilled to the concept of positive or negative
expectations. They are both future oriented, employed when deciding future courses of action, and since
the future is unknown, trust requires a leap of faith. (It is interesting to note that both in the Italian
and Greek language, the words for “trust” and “distrust” originate and contain the root of the word
“faith” (fede in Italian, πίστη in Greek). But while faith was not as prominent a theme emerging
from participants’ narratives, the theme of betrayal came up in the majority of distrust narratives.
Feeling that your trust has been betrayed featured prominently across accounts of political distrust
towards partisan actors, governments or the entire political system (UK-1210, UK-1204, I-1206, I-3103,
I-1104, I-3105, G-3213, G-1204, G-3206). It also provided a contrast between political distrust and
political cynicism (the assertion that one “never expected anything” (G-1107) from politicians or the
political system.

This betrayal was explained using various examples from the personal and social experiences of
participants. The language employed revolved mainly around lying (UK-1210, UK-1209, UK-1204),
the breaking of promises (I-1206), dishonesty and deceit (I-3103, I-1104, I-3105, I-1109, G-3213),
being treated as fools and disrespected as citizens (G-1204, G-3206, I-1206, I-1108). It is worth
mentioning here one particular example that emerged across narratives of political distrust in the UK:
war, and specifically, the Iraq war. The Iraq conflict was not salient at the time of fieldwork. However,
when participants began to explain their perceptions of untrustworthiness, the Iraq war was brought
up in all but one of the narratives in the UK. It was not just the war in and of itself but the realisation of
a lying prime minister, government and parliament that was described as particularly “damaging” for
the younger generation (UK-1105), “wrong” and “unethical” (UK-1210, UK-1209, UK-2108, UK-2106,
UK-1207, UK-2108, UK-1211, UK-3212, UK-3213, UK-3214). A young professional explained: “When
we see people lying, point blank in our faces, because they are trying to force on board their political
agenda, it makes it very difficult to take politics seriously. If I think about the war in Iraq that happened
in my student years . . . I remember thinking that they were lying at the time and it just reinforced, in a
key time in my life why I didn’t believe or trust anything politicians would say anymore. And I think
that caused a lot of damage to a whole generation” (UK-1105).

Other examples that were recalled following this theme of untrustworthiness as dishonesty,
disrespect and betrayal of promises revolved around the commitments of political parties (the
hike in university tuition fees by the Liberal Democratic party in 2012–2013 in the UK; numerous
promises to initiate reforms in Italy, campaign promises abandoned and economic reforms in Greece).
These expressions of political distrust had been building up and were often accompanied by anger.
Participants would proclaim: “a promise is a contract!” (I-2213) and explain how the repeated betrayal
of promises are ominous for the political actors involved. Another participant warned her political
party “so, if once more you have fooled us, I think that in the next election, there will be a cataclysm!”
(I-1206). (Interestingly, this party member of the centre-left Democratic Party warned against them
joining a coalition government with Berlusconi’s centre-right party, after repeatedly vowing never to
do so. Indeed, after the grand coalition government of 2013, both parties saw a large drop in their vote
share in the subsequent elections of 2018, which marked the rise of the far-right Lega and populist 5
Star Movement).

4.3. Emotive and Behavioural Responses: “They Take Away Your Will”

The rich theoretical work on trust and distrust has given rise to two understandings based on
a strategic model and a normative reciprocity model. The strategic model advanced by Hardin [53]
and colleagues emphasizes the calculations involved in the decision to trust or not trust, based on
past experience and evidence regarding the trustworthiness of the agent in question. The model of
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positive/negative reciprocity highlights the norms that govern exchanges in a given collective [54].
While both models are conceptually useful, narratives that framed expectations on the basis of past
experience and evidence represented a more calculating, disinterested and detached way of expressing
trust and distrust and were not as common across narratives. Participants who were able to “read the
balance” of their sentiments or emphasised the separation between “good apples from bad apples”
when it came to the political class, political actors and outputs, usually expressed some trust towards
the political system and only specific distrust towards identified actors (UK-2106, UK-1207, UK-2108,
UK-1209, I-3103, I-2115, G-1102, G-1201).

What was more prominent in participant narratives of distrust was a much more personal,
emotional and normative approach using intense language and value judgments. Pervasive political
distrust was expressed using profoundly personal and emotional language and describing intense
reactions. Participants would refer to the untrustworthiness of the political system and the political
class as a force of “destruction” (G-3213) that “takes away your will” (G-1203) and causes the “loss
of your identity” (I-3202). Once the feeling of being repeatedly ‘deceived’, ‘manipulated’ or ‘fooled’
spreads, the emotional state attached to distrusting attitudes moved from anger and frustration to
fear, insecurity and despair. Fear and uncertainty are omnipresent in expressions of diffuse political
distrust (UK-1210, G-1203). While expressions of trust signalled a state of stability, normalcy and were
seldom accompanied by strong responses, the emotive and behavioural responses of pervasive distrust
were impossible to miss in participants’ narratives. Participants found that trying to shield themselves
from interactions with an untrustworthy political system seemed impossible. Fear and anxiety was
expressed in personal terms, such as not knowing “what the dawn will bring for me” (G-2111), everyday
actions bringing “a terrifying sense of insecurity” (G-2209) and explanations that the lack of security
for the citizens of a country, whether physical, economic or social “means war” (G-3115). Even in
cases of specific distrust where participants tried to re-orient themselves towards other political actors
(UK-1204) and find trustworthy agents elsewhere (UK-1209), there was the realisation that “if I didn’t
trust them, what is the alternative really? Worrying? Panicking?” (UK-3102). The inability to proceed
with your life and business as usual was expressed using language that referred to cyclicality (I-3103,
I-3105, I-1108, G-1212, G-3213, G-3114), “like a dog chasing its own tail” (I-1206), and to contagion
(I-1104, I-1207, G-2110, G-2111, G-3115, G-3216), “in practical terms, this is what untrustworthiness
means; in the end, you become untrustworthy as well, they pass it on to you...” (G-1204).

4.4. Political Untrustworthiness: Technical, Ethical and Interest-Based Evaluations

As mentioned above, political distrust was expressed across citizen narratives as the belief that
the system and its actors are untrustworthy, and therefore, that any interaction with them exposes
citizens to risk and harm. Delving deeper into these perceptions of untrustworthiness, three evaluative
components that follow technical, ethical and interest-based considerations emerged from the data.
Technical evaluations refer to competent “management of things” (G-1102, I-2110), “getting things
done” (UK-2101), overall political performance (I-2116, I-1111), political outputs and, in particular,
good economic outcomes (UK-2108, G-3213, I-2112). These assessments appear to be in line with
existing empirical research that highlights the importance of economic and institutional performance
for political trust.

Yet, even more prominent than evaluations regarding the technical competence of political
actors and technical functioning of political institutions, were evaluations of a normative nature.
These evaluations are also visible in the extracts of the earlier sections that discussed the themes
of representation, trust betrayal and emotive responses. Political distrust was far more commonly
explained as the belief that political actors behave in a way that violates the shared moral norms of
fairness and justice, than of technical incompetence. Similarly, it was the normative component of
institutional performance that was central in judgments of untrustworthiness. Political distrust of
institutions and the political system in general reflected the belief that the operations and outcomes
failed to uphold democratic principles of fairness, failed to protect the weakest in society and failed
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to punish political wrongdoing (I-3103, I-3105, I-1108, G-1212, G-3213, G-3114, UK-1210, UK-1209,
UK-2108, UK-2106, UK-1207, UK-2108, UK-1211, UK-3212). Poorer technical skill or political outputs
could be “excused” up to a certain extent. In the words of an older participant “if you accept that no
human being is infallible, then they [politicians] shouldn’t be pilloried for that . . . unless they are being
dishonest” (UK-2108). Dishonesty, corruption, preferential treatment and patronage, the influence of
special interest and personal gain are all perceived types of behaviour that violate universal moral
norms of how people in a position of political power ought to behave. Similarly, a system that allows
such violations to go unpunished is seen as equally untrustworthy on ethical grounds. Once citizens
no longer expect that political agents violating democratic norms will be caught and disciplined,
representative political institutions are at risk (UK-1207, I-1104, I-2213, I-2214, I-2115). A participant
who had the opportunity to get involved in politics in her region expressed her experience in these
words: “I said, ‘that’s great, I can go and effect things’, but then I saw the opposite, which is just
corruption or gain. So I haven’t seen anything, to be honest with you, that really inspires me and
makes me think this is ethical, because it doesn’t feel ethical to me” (UK-1210).

Finally, the third evaluative dimension that underpins perceptions of political untrustworthiness
relates to incongruent interests. Whereas ethical evaluations of untrustworthiness tend to make
reference to universal moral norms (honesty, fairness, justice) or sociotropic democratic norms (elected
representatives ought to promote constituents’ interests, not their own), interest-based evaluations
reflect more the personal interests and preferences of citizens. Participants would refer to these
evaluations as policies and actions on “things that are relevant for me” or “whether my politics is being
listened to” (UK-1210, UK-2108, I-2115). This dimension emerged frequently in partisan evaluations,
where individuals may trust a specific political party or politician to protect them but distrust the
motives of other parties and the effect their policies might have on their professional and personal life
(G-2108). A young Italian professional remarked upon the difference between ethical and interest-based
evaluations of political untrustworthiness he saw between his generation and the generation of the
baby-boomers. Talking about the rise of the anti-establishment Five Star Movement he suggested:
“In my opinion, people like me and those below the age of 40 tend to rationalise it in this way: it doesn’t
matter whether someone is truly good or truly honest, what matters is that once he is exposed, whether
I can punish him or not. It’s more a discourse of accountability, let’s say. Those who are older and have
been socialised in the time of the First Republic, with big ideologies before the fall of the Berlin Wall,
my parents or others, tend to view it, certainly in such a way because of what has happened in the
past few years with all the scandals, but underneath it all they have specific expectations. They say,
“I want a politician that cuts the tax on the first house”, “I want a politician that will protect pensions”,
“I want a politician . . . ” and so they have a point of view that is a bit more geared to the actual
mandate” (I-2115).

As is evident in the above extract, most often judgments of untrustworthiness contained a mixture
of technical, ethical and interest-based evaluations. For example, perceptions of corruption (petty or
systemic) carried a combination of evaluations, spanning from the inefficiency and failure of the public
domain to the unfairness of such practices and the negative impact it had on participants or those in
their inner circle. Similarly, discussions regarding the economic downturn and tough austerity policies
enacted in all three countries during the Great Recession carried judgments of technical incompetence,
dishonesty and unfairness, as well as negative impacts for the participants and those closest to them.
However, what emerged from the narratives across these three national contexts was that distrust
was overwhelmingly expressed in ethical terms. This is in line with recent work that suggests diffuse
distrust is more a response to failures of democratic norms rather than failures of technical and economic
outputs. Crucially, this finding also helps explain how pervasive distrust offers fruitful ground for
anti-establishment and populist rhetoric, which target the “morally corrupt political elite” [31]. Existing
research has shown that attitudes underpinned by moral convictions are held more fervently, are more
resistant to change and are more likely to motivate action. It also poses an additional challenge for the
reversal of political distrust, since regaining moral credentials for entire institutions and processes is a
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difficult endeavour. This is not to argue that technical considerations of competent management and
good outputs or interest-based evaluations are irrelevant to political distrust. All these evaluations are
present and often intertwined in narratives of distrust. Nevertheless, the qualitative evidence analysed
in this study help to highlight the importance of the ethical component in judgments of political
distrust. Table 3 below summarises the most common expressions of political distrust following
technical, ethical and interest-based evaluations, keeping in mind that the distinction between the
three evaluative components empirically is not always clear cut.

Table 3. Evaluative components of political distrust.

Evaluative Components Examples and Expressions of Political Distrust

Technical

Incompetence
Economic mismanagement

Institutional and policy failures
Negative outputs

Corruption (inefficiency)

Ethical

Dishonesty
Corruption

Lying
Breaking campaign promises

Unfair processes
Unjust outcomes

Not punishing unethical conduct

Interest-based

Harmful outcomes
Personal interests

Sectoral interests (work)
Partisan politics

Discrimination (gender based, religious-based, ethnic/race-based)

4.5. Targets of Distrust: “Those Who Govern Are to Blame, Not Me!”

A big unresolved question in the trust literature is whether decreasing levels of political trust
and heightened distrust represent a threat to diffuse system support [3]. While political trust was
originally conceived of as a measure of diffuse support [20], the relational nature of trust and distrust
and the evaluative dimensions that underpin them appear to be better directed to agents, rather
than impersonal institutions, processes or regimes. Narrative content provides the opportunity to
identify and categorise the political targets of distrust and to examine whether the language and
judgements citizens employed to express their distrust followed similar patterns across incumbents,
institutions and the system. Table 4 below adapts Norris’ [3] objects of system support to present how
participants in this study expressed distrust towards political targets from specific to diffuse levels.
As mentioned already, participants used the concepts of trust and distrust (as well as trustworthiness
and untrustworthiness) when speaking about political actors (candidates, politicians, leaders), groups
of actors (parties, governments), political institutions (parliament, ministries) and the political system
in general. In all cases, expressed distrust followed technical, normative and interest-based evaluations,
though the precise language used was slightly different in expressing the untrustworthiness of actors
and the untrustworthiness of institutions. Table 4 below indicates what aspects participants referred to
when expressing distrust towards different political objects.
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Table 4. Targets of political distrust and their components.

Evaluations Referring to
Political Objects Political

Actors
Political Parties/

Governments
Political

Institutions
Political
System

Behaviour of individuals X X X X
Policies promoted X X X X
Institutional role and function (specified) X
Democratic function (blurred) X X X
Democratic values X X

Perceptions of untrustworthiness based on technical, ethical and interest-based evaluations appear
straightforward when the target is a political actor. Participants referred to the individual behaviour
of the actor (lying), her characteristics (incompetence, dishonesty) and her political acts (promoted
agenda, policies voted for or enacted). Similarly, when discussing political parties and governments,
many participants referred to the actions of the individual members of these groups. In the case of the
government (the national cabinet either partisan or coalition), evaluations included an additional layer
where participants would refer to the “government” in general as the democratically elected leadership
responsible for the current state and overall direction of the country. This resulted in a more blurred
attribution of untrustworthiness that encompassed “all those who govern”. For political institutions
(representative and administrative), specific roles and functions were also evaluated. It is crucial to note
however, that there was wide variation as to how participants chose to refer to key political institutions,
in particular to their national parliament. While some insisted that “you have to think of institutions as
a ladder” (I-3103) and that it is important to distinguish between an institution and the people occupy
positions in it “because the quality of the people is a different thing from the quality of the institution”
(G-1201), others insisted that “you identify the Parliament more with the people inside” (G-1203). Even
in broader terms than the core representative political institutions, in narratives of political distrust,
the political system was often equated to the existing political class; participants claimed that “the
system and the politicians are so close, that it is impossible to separate them” (G-1107) (I-2213) (I-1207).
Participants would say “I don’t know exactly if the mayor is to blame, if politicians are to blame
or whoever . . . But in essence, those who govern are to blame, not me!” (G-2111). In many cases,
it also reflected the belief that the political system is effectively controlled by the people inhabiting
its institutions and the government and it ensures a continuous state of untrustworthiness (I-2213).
Insights from narratives of political distrust add to the ongoing debate in the political trust literature
on whether citizens evaluate different political institutions separately [55]. While some scholars have
argued that citizens make distinctions in their evaluations of different institutions [14,15], others claim
there is no evidence to support such a distinction and that political trust and distrust judgements
reflect the prevailing political culture of a system [9]. This study finds both approaches to have merit
for different types of citizens and evaluations. Participants who expressed strong systemic distrust
and those who were less politically sophisticated tended to group individual actors, their behaviour,
the institutions and the political system all in one pot, whereas participants who expressed specific
distrust and those who were more informed about politics tended to differentiate in their evaluations
of political targets.

Disentangling the targets of political distrust and the evaluations towards different levels of
the political system can also provide an insight into the process of distrust spill-over to different
political actors and, crucially, the spread of distrust from specific to systemic actors. This was an
unanticipated finding of this study, which was made possible by the open nature of the qualitative
narrative interviewing method. In many narratives of political distrust, the key to containing distrust
was to attribute untrustworthiness to political actors and processes that were eventually replaced.
Participants referred to procedures that ensured untrustworthy behaviour is caught and punished,
as boosting overall system trust. A participant speaking about the UK’s involvement in the Iraq war
said: “That was when the public system, that was when the British system was really let down. [...] That
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was terrible. It was a disgrace... Well you hope that the system will prevent that from happening
again. And I think the fact that David Cameron wasn’t able to get involved in Syria was a really
positive thing, yes” (UK-1209). While of course war assessments differed across narratives, for many
study participants in the UK, fall outs from the Iraq war or the MP expenses scandal or the betrayal
of campaign promises appeared to be contained to the people and political leadership involved,
“ring-fencing” trust towards the political institutions, and potentially even the political parties involved,
once leading politicians were replaced.

On the other hand, the repetition of trust betrayal, the continuous process of participating in
democratic politics only to find that one group of untrustworthy politicians is followed by another
group of untrustworthy politicians, enables distrust to jump from the specific to the diffuse level.
“So, one tells you: Vote for me and I will try to change the country”, a participant from Italy explained,
“but in the end, having only seen the opposite of this for years and years, one loses trust and hope
completely” (I-1111). Similarly, supporting reforms for processes and institutions that yield no result
in terms of their technical operation, democratic norms and representativeness, slowly but surely
builds up and morphs into a belief that the system is “crooked” (UK-2110,) and that it will remain
“fundamentally corrupt” (G-1203, G1205, I-1109) and resistant to change (G-1201, UK-1207, I-2213,
I-2115) no matter what. There is, therefore, an important link between attitudes of political distrust
towards specific actors, such as the current government, incumbents or political parties, and the
systemic level: eventually, unremitting specific distrust spills over to institutions and eats away diffuse
system support. For participants who expressed systemic distrust defending representative institutions
in times of crises became very difficult. These were the participants who were more open to complete
system overhaul, who considered giving a chance to anti-establishment parties and actors and who
found alternative models to party-based representative democracy more appealing. These were also
the participants who were more likely to cut ties with their political system, either by moving abroad
or by insulating themselves in their locality.

5. Conclusions

The failure of political representation, feelings of manipulation, promise breaking, rule breaking
and institutional failure are prominent themes emerging in expressions of political distrust. While this
analysis does not offer an exhaustive list, identifying common themes together with the underlying
technical, ethical and interest-based evaluations of untrustworthiness provide additional insights into
the meaning and significance of political distrust from the citizens’ perspective. Firstly, this study
found the structure of political distrust as it is expressed by citizens to be similar across the three
countries. The common underlying technical, ethical and interest-based evaluative components of
political distrust suggest that citizens make sense of their political world in much the same way in
western democracies and that their cognitive and affective response patterns to political actors are
similar. While the level of distrust or the resulting judgment varied from individual to individual,
qualitative evidence showed that political distrust is a concept that makes sense for citizens and that
it is understood and employed in a similar manner in the three national contexts studied. Results
might have been different if this study had included post-communist countries, where the democratic
link between citizens, political elites and institutions has had less time to develop and economic
performance is known to be more central in political evaluations [35]. Nevertheless, I expect these
findings to generalise across established industrialised democracies and to provide a good starting
point for the comparative study of people’s understanding of political distrust across a more diverse
set of societies.

In particular, qualitative evidence highlights the importance of the normative component of
distrusting attitudes, adding to a strand of literature which argues that failures of democratic principles
are more relevant than the extent of economic contraction in explaining the rise and resilience of
political distrust in countries hit by the Euro Crisis [40]. The high ethical standards citizens set for
their representatives and representative institutions also help to account for the fertile ground distrust
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provides for the increased support for populist parties, and appeal of populist candidates [31]. While it
is important not to equate populist attitudes with political distrust, the emphasis populist messages
places on moral discourse and the Manichean view of the world means this rhetoric is very effective
where ethical evaluations have given rise to perceptions of political untrustworthiness.

It is extremely difficult to link attitudes to behaviour empirically, but the narrative interviewing
method allows participants to connect their judgements with their behaviour in a coherent pattern of
cause and effect—to offer rationalisation and examples for their actions. It is definitely a subjective
depiction of one’s behaviour, but it is a valid input, nonetheless. Emotive and behavioural implications
of political distrust emerged frequently across participant narratives. Whether deciding to remove
themselves from the democratic process of election altogether, not voting for the specific party that
has betrayed their trust, supporting radical parties in an effort to change the system or consciously
standing up against the law and refusing to contribute any further to the citizen–state relationship,
participants painted a picture of political distrust as “action and reaction” that, when spreading to the
systemic level, has intense and profound implications on their life.

Finally, narratives of political distrust point to the fact that there is a qualitative difference between
distrust directed towards specific political actors and distrust that has spilled over to the systemic level,
in terms of the behavioural and emotive reactions. Crucially however, the underlying perceptions of
untrustworthiness and the process of spill over is fundamentally the same. A key take away from this
study is that persistent specific distrust will eventually become systemic. Therefore, the continuous
disapproval and dissatisfaction with the actions of incumbents and governments in terms of technical
competence, normative stance and interest representation is something that should alert scholars and
political representatives alike. The normative evaluations entailed in distrusting judgments, along with
the perceptions of a failure of representation, provide a fertile ground for the appeal of populist
messages and “untrustworthy” citizen behaviour. These also represent areas where further research
can be very fruitful for the scholarly understanding of political trust and distrust and their implications.
Specifically, large-N quantitative research employing panel data can provide further insights into the
process of distrust spill-over over time. Similarly, research that aims at disentangling the normative
from the instrumental and interest-based components of distrust using survey methodology and
studying their prominence in motivating political action would greatly enhance our ability to formulate
recommendations for battling political distrust among established democracies.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2075-4698/9/4/72/s1,
Online Appendix ‘Political Distrust and its Discontents’. Reference [56] are cited in the supplementary materials.
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