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The sources of generalized trust and institutional confidence in Europe
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Besides the exponential growth of written pages on social capital and trust, we have seen a
considerable increase in empirical comparative studies on the topic. Despite that, it is not
always clear how differences between individual and aggregate level factors are taken into
account when exploring the sources of trust. The purpose of the article is to find out a) what
the explanatory power of individual and country level factors is when explaining generalized
and institutional trust among the Europeans and b) what the most essential differences are in
the determinants of social capital between different types of European welfare states. The data
come from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004). Multilevel analyses are accomplished
in order to combine different levels of data and explanations. The results reveal many
similarities but also remarkable differences in the generation of horizontal and vertical trust
between different types of welfare states and support hypotheses emphasizing institutional
characteristics of the states in the generation of trust.
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Introduction
It is almost unnecessary to mention that along with social

capital, trust seems to be one of the most studied phenom-
ena in the social sciences nowadays. A lot of empirical and
theoretical work has been done during the past two decades.
However, despite the considerable body of literature on the
topic, discussion about the factors that generate trust in so-
ciety is still open to a certain degree. The number of open
questions derives at least partially from the fact that concept
is based on a rather heterogeneous theoretical background
allowing it to be used for numerous purposes in numerous
ways. On the other hand, the empirical use of this conceptual
tool is also diverse.

Portes (1998) notes that one of the biggest obstacles to
making sound conclusions regarding the mechanisms is the
inability to separate the individual and aggregate level of so-
cial capital-related phenomena from each other. Though he
sees the original meaning of the concept as an individual
level feature as being more promising, there is nothing in-
trinsically wrong with redefining it as a property of commu-
nities or countries. This, however, requires more precise the-
oretical and empirical work than that displayed before Portes
published his article. (Portes, 1998, 21.)

Besides the exponential growth of written pages on social
capital, we have seen a considerable increase in empirical
comparative studies since the remarks of Portes (Delhey &
Newton, 2003, 2005; Kääriäinen & Lehtonen, 2006; Roth-
stein & Uslaner, 2005; Freitag & Bühlmann, 2009; Pichler
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& Wallace, 2007). Final causal conclusions over the logic of
social capital and trust are probably yet to come, but these
contributions have provided us with plenty of information on
the mechanisms at work between the elements of social cap-
ital at the aggregate level. However, only a few studies have
also addressed the question of dynamics of social capital gen-
eration by combining both the individual and aggregate-level
perspectives (Kääriäinen & Lehtonen, 2006; Oorschot et al.,
2006; Freitag & Bühlmann, 2009). As is mentioned, “in or-
der to explain individual differences in the particular dimen-
sions of social capital, the inclusion of national character-
istics – in addition to individual level characteristics – may
thus be a fruitful endeavour for future research” (Scheepers
et al., 2002, 205).

Another remarkable notion of the research on the sources
of social capital is the gradual shift towards institutional ex-
planations. To make a rough divide, the discussion over the
sources of social capital has been highly vibrant between two
groups of scholars. Some authors stress the importance of
civic engagement especially in the associations and grass-
roots of civil society (society-centered hypothesis). Oth-
ers emphasize fair and well-functioning public institutions
as the most important sources of social capital in society
(institution-centered hypothesis). (Hooghe & Stolle, 2003,
3.) The latter approach in particular has gained more sup-
port. The debate is also sometimes closely associated with
the discussion about the effects of the welfare state on social
capital (Oorschot et al., 2006; Kääriäinen & Lehtonen, 2006;
Fukuyama, 2001; Albrekt Larsen, 2007).

This study stems from the proposed micro- and macro-
level explanations of the generation of trust in different types
of welfare states by utilizing data from 22 European coun-
tries. The variables to be explained are generalized trust and
institutional confidence. The purpose of the paper is to find
out how different explanations concerning the formation of
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generalized and institutional trust function in different insti-
tutional settings. First, social capital and trust are defined
and competing assumptions concerning their sources are pre-
sented. Secondly, the study empirically clarifies the sources
of multidimensional trust among Europeans.

Generalized trust and
institutional confidence - sources

of trust in a comparative
perspective

As a community-level good we may describe social cap-
ital “as a societal resource that links citizens to each other
and enables them to pursue their common objectives more
efficiently” (Stolle, 2003, 19). Despite fact that the different
definitions of social capital vary a lot, the elements social
capital are often defined and measured as trust, the norms of
reciprocity and networks (Putnam, 1993; Hooghe & Stolle,
2003, 2).

The purpose of this article is to bring about information
regarding the generation of the first element, trust, in con-
temporary European society. Despite the fact that ideas of
trust can be found in early sociological literature, it has never
been a focus of social theory (Misztal, 1996). Still, there are
numerous instances that can be regarded as attempts to call
attention to the “concern for the condition of moral bonds
and moral community”. Early mention of the concept of trust
may be found in the writings Tocqueville, Tönnies, Weber,
Durkheim and Simmel. What is common to these early writ-
ers is the perception of the dark sides of modernity or the
search for order. (Sztompka, 1999, 6–7; see also Misztal,
1996.)

Two specific indicators of social trust are used in this ar-
ticle: generalized trust between people and confidence in in-
stitutions. Generalized trust expresses to what extent people
rely on each other – also on those they do not personally
know. Institutional confidence, on the other hand, focuses
on actors and institutions such as politicians, officials and
organizations. Perhaps in this case the question pertains to
an outcome of social capital. However, this distinction be-
tween social capital and its consequences has varied much
in previous studies and thus institutional confidence is seen
as one singular indicator of the phenomenon (see Brehm &
Rahn, 1997; Paxton, 1999; Oorschot et al., 2006). To sum up,
trust may occur in “the isolated dyad of two actors, between
individuals in the presence of third parties and between an
individual and the collection of individuals” (Barber, 1983;
Paxton, 1999, 98).

These two indicators of trust are important in society be-
cause instead of particular trust representing bonding social
capital, they both point to a wider society and thus could be
seen as the measures of the bridging type of social capital
(Putnam, 2000, 23). Generalized trust denotes the feeling
a person has about the trustworthiness of other citizens s/he
does not personally know. Thus we are dealing here with the
horizontal aspect of trust. Almost analogously, institutional
confidence could be described as vertical trust in institutions
from which a citizen may have very limited amount of infor-

mation. (see Hardin, 1999; Warren, 1999.)
The reciprocal relationship between trust and grassroots

sociability, the so-called Tocquevillean (1835) model, has
been a “basic assumption” about the generation of social cap-
ital. In the model, the source of generalized trust is ikan the
associational life and grassroots sociability in general. Cit-
izens who engage in face-to-face interaction with members
in voluntary associations are more eager to express higher
levels of trust in strangers than others (Brehm & Rahn, 1997;
Putnam, 2000). This view has also gained a lot of critique.
In the critique, the real importance of associations in mod-
ern society is questioned. It is plausible that other forms of
social life, for example family or other informal networks,
might have as a great an impact on trust as formal associa-
tions whose impact on social capital is often rather limited
for the individual in contemporary society (Freitag, 2003;
Stolle, 2003). The Tocquevillean model has also been up-
dated. For example, the effects of associational activity may
have importance at the country level through the so-called
“rainmaker effects” concerning the non-members of associ-
ations as well (Meer, 2003). This means that memberships
or activity in associations may benefit also those who do not
belong to associations. However, though it is an interesting
question and has been approached in other studies (Meer,
2003; Kouvo, 2009), this is not within the focus of this ar-
ticle. Moreover, instead of overemphasizing the benefits of
association membership for an individual, it is possible to
sum up that voluntary associations are strong correlates of
trust also at the societal level. Still, it might be that associa-
tions are outcomes rather than sources of trust (Sønderskov,
2011).

Citizens’ confidence in public institutions is also closely
linked with generalized trust and civic engagement. The ex-
planation is based on the idea that the emergence of interper-
sonal trust requires that societal and political institutions pro-
vide a fair and efficient environment where trusting or civic-
ness will be rewarded and not exploited (Knack & Keefer,
1997; Brehm & Rahn, 1997; Rothstein & Stolle, 2003). Fol-
lowing the discussion regarding sources of social capital it is
possible to make a distinction between two main approaches.
The society-centered approach derives from the ideas of Toc-
queville (1981) and advocates the importance of social inter-
actions such as civic engagement and personal networks as
the source of social capital and desired outcomes of it. The
institution-centered approach stresses that the source of so-
cial capital could be found in the design of public institutions
and governing policies. (Hooghe & Stolle, 2003, 3.)

The two approaches presented above are often entangled
with discussion about whether welfare state may “make or
break social capital” (see Kumlin & Rothstein, 2005). Some
argue that excessive state intervention is detrimental to the
creation of social capital (Fukuyama, 2001, 18). In other
words, social expenditures and generous social programs
“crowd out” informal social networks and thus deteriorate
citizens’ ability to benefit from face-to-face social capital.
Contrary to these arguments, many current studies seem not
to favor the “crowding-out” hypothesis (Rothstein & Stolle,
2003; Kumlin & Rothstein, 2005; Oorschot & Arts, 2005;
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Kääriäinen & Lehtonen, 2006). Again, as we can see from
Figure 1, whatever measure is used, social capital tends to
be at the highest level especially in Nordic welfare states
equipped with generous and universal welfare state policies.

Argumentation for and against the institution or society-
centered hypotheses is often based on limited information.
Social capital is measured using different indicators in differ-
ent studies, or results come from particular individual coun-
tries. There is also often a risk of ecological or individual-
istic fallacies when arguments are based on either individual
or aggregate-level results (see Robinson, 1950). Moreover,
it may also be possible that both hypotheses are correct, but
the results depend on the level and target of measurement.

The aim of this article is to contribute to this discussion
by employing both individual and aggregate level analyses in
order to clarify the generation of social trust and institutional
confidence on different levels of observation and in different
institutional settings. Taking both the effects of the individ-
ual level determinants and the type of the welfare state into
account makes it possible to argue about underlying factors
behind the phenomenon.

Research questions, data and
methods

The first task of the analysis is to evaluate how different
types of explanatory factors can predict the interpersonal and
institutional dimension of trust among European citizens.
Among these factors is also the type of the welfare state. The
examination of these macro-level differences is carried out
through the comparison of 22 countries that represent five
types of European welfare states. The research questions can
be summarized as follows:

(1) What is the explanatory power of the individual and
country-level factors when explaining generalized and insti-
tutional trust among Europeans?

(2) What are the most essential differences in the determi-
nants of social capital between different types of European
welfare states?

The data come from the European Social Survey (ESS)
gathered in the year 2004 (N=43 467), which covers the citi-
zens over 15 years of age in 22 European countries: Austria,
Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland,
France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Netherlands,
Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Swe-
den, Switzerland, Ukraine and United Kingdom (see ESS,
2005a, for more details). The dependent and independent
variables are described in Appendix 1.

The dependent measures of the analysis are based on two
common indicators of social capital social trust and institu-
tional confidence. A measurement of generalized trust con-
sists of three different elements: trustworthiness, helpfulness
and fairness of people (Cronbach alfa = 0.77). These items
are among the most traditional measures of “faith in people”
and were first published in the study of Rosenberg (1956). It
is possible to argue that only one of them is measuring trust
exactly. However, a closer look into the variables encourages
us to include them all in the measure. As with trust, also help-

fulness and fairness capture the elements of trustworthiness
and integrity of others (Paxton, 1999, 105–6). It is possible to
say that all of these items carry the “moral obligation” which
is a fundamental feature of trust that again is transformed into
aggregate-level social capital. (Barber, 1983; Paxton, 1999;
Uslaner, 2001, 571–2)

Institutional confidence is measured by reported trust in
several societal institutions: parliament, the legal system, po-
lice and political parties (Cronbach alfa = 0.84). Although
the wording of the questions (“How much do you person-
ally trust each of the institutions”) employs the word ‘trust’,
many authors point out that in the case of institutions, we
should now apply the concept of confidence rather than trust
in order to describe a more or less taken-for-granted attitude
towards complicated institutions (Sztompka, 1999, 24–26).
However, this widely discussed topic is not within the focus
of this paper.

The regimes
The regime is used as a criterion to classify countries for

analyses within regimes. The categorization of countries into
regimes is done on the basis of their differences in terms of
institutional characteristics in order to contribute to the dis-
cussion of the impacts of the welfare state on social capital
(Oorschot & Arts, 2005; Kääriäinen & Lehtonen, 2006). Five
regimes, Nordic + NL (“Social democratic”; Denmark, Fin-
land, Norway, Netherlands and Sweden), Continental (Aus-
tria, Belgium, Germany and France) Liberal (Great Britain,
Ireland, Switzerland), Mediterranean (Greece, Portugal and
Spain) and Post-socialist (Czech Republic, Estonia, Hun-
gary, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia and Ukraine) are included
in the analyses. According to Esping-Andersen’s regime the-
ory (1990), for example, Nordic welfare societies and the
Netherlands are characterized by commitment to equality as
well as universal welfare state institutions. However, the
Netherlands could be considered to be an exceptional case
of the group, balancing between characteristics of both the
conservative and Nordic group. Still, in the terms of welfare
state institutions affecting trust it has more common with the
Nordic regime (see Albrekt Larsen, 2007). Esping-Andersen
defines Great Britain as society in which social benefits are
relatively modest. In practice, means-tested social secu-
rity is restricted in British society to a low-income clientele.
Switzerland and Ireland, though not as stereotypical, are situ-
ated in this group in our analysis based on the same criterion.
The continental regime, on the other hand, is characterized
by commitment to full employment, but many forms of so-
cial insurance are not universal. In addition, family benefits
also encourage the persistence of a male breadwinner cul-
ture. The Mediterranean regime is in many respects similar
to the continental one, but has certain unique features asso-
ciated with the Catholic culture. (Esping-Andersen, 1990,
12–13; 26–29.) This is why Mediterranean culture is often
considered to significantly emphasize the family’s capability
to provide well-being (Ferrera, 1996).

Post-socialist European countries are added to the analy-
sis as a unique regime. It should be noted that this solution
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does not follow the original typology of Esping-Andersen or
others. There are several cultural, social and economic differ-
ences inside the eastern bloc. For the historical and cultural
reasons some of the countries have certain similarities with
liberal or Mediterranean regimes, for example. However, it
is appropriate to group these countries together due to the
similarities they share with one another at the moment. Each
country in the post-socialist regime could be described as a
still-developing welfare state attempting to cope with both
the social problems deriving from the socialist period and
the new social challenges of transition. Thus, the question
is about welfare states with limited social services and rela-
tively low levels of social spending. (Kääriäinen & Lehto-
nen, 2006; Oorschot & Arts, 2005; Deacon, 2000). In the
analyses with data from all countries, the regimes are in-
cluded in the models as a variable with 5 categories. Since
the accumulation of trust in the countries in the ‘Nordic
Countries and Netherlands’ cluster is a puzzling question
also in this article, it is chosen as a reference category to
which the effects of other regimes can be compared.

Individual-level independent variables
The first independent variable is associational activity.

This variable is important because it is at the heart of the
bottom-up approach of the sources of social capital. It is
measured through self-reported work in both political and
non-political associations. We use friends meeting as a more
informal proxy to detect the grassroots mechanisms of so-
cial capital accumulation. People are classified from the item
available in the data to those meeting friends once a week or
more (=1) and those meeting friends less than once a week
(=0). As society-centered model suggests, we may expect
higher levels of generalized trust among those who tend to be
more social – either formally in associations or when meeting
with friends. This, of course, does not exclude the possibility
that informal and formal sociability are the consequences of
trust (e.g. Stolle, 2003; Sønderskov, 2011), but enables us to
control other proposed mechanisms of trust accumulation for
grassroots sociability.

The other independent variables of the analysis include
several micro-level determinants that have been found to be
essential predictors of trust in previous studies. Though mea-
sured at the individual level, discrimination and safety are
variables that could be described as being situated between
individual and country-level predictors of social capital. Be-
longing to a group that is discriminated against in the coun-
try or feelings of insecurity are typical characteristics of the
nation and the community that may have an impact on the
feelings of trustworthiness of others and institutions (Delhey
& Newton, 2003, 99–100).

Previous research suggests that education furthers open-
mindedness, bridging contacts with others and thus also fur-
thering social capital. Therefore, higher-educated citizens
are assumed to accept “otherness” better than less educated
ones do. (Putnam, 1993, 2000.) The idea is based on the so-
called “Luke theorem” presented already in the Holy Bible.
Those with a higher amount of resources do not suffer as

much when trusting the wrong person as citizens with poorer
resources (Delhey & Newton, 2003; Freitag, 2003). Cor-
respondingly, the position in the labor market could be as-
sumed to predict trust as well. Employment status is used as
a dichotomous variable by separating the employed and the
unemployed into two categories.

Age is used as a demographic control. There might, of
course, be some evidence of the presence of life-cycle or co-
hort effects. However, here the idea is to control the effect of
other determinants by age, rather than to base the use of it on
any well-founded theoretical ideas.

Besides descriptive statistics and correlations, multi-level
analyses are used as the statistical techniques. As the ESS
authorities suggest, the ‘design’ weights that correct the sam-
pling differences between countries are applied in the analy-
ses. The ‘population size’ weights are applied when calcu-
lating macro-level correlations from all the countries (for de-
tails, see ESS, 2005b). However, with the multilevel analyses
we use only the design weights. Though the question is about
clusters of countries, the regimes consist of more ideal typ-
ical and cultural clusters of countries than real geographical
entities. Therefore, applying population size weights would
bias our results of the regime based differences by emphasiz-
ing too greatly the differences in the sizes of populations of
the countries in each regime.

Comparing the aggregate and
individual levels

Along with previous international studies on social capital
(Delhey & Newton, 2003; 2005; Oorschot & Arts, 2005), our
results also provide a marvelous image of trustworthy institu-
tions and horizontal generalized trust in the Nordic countries
where both our dependent variables, generalized trust in the
unknown citizens and confidence in public institutions are at
a high level (see Figure 1). The southern and eastern parts of
the Europe score repeatedly lower. Middle Europe situates
in the middle of our scale.

But what are the characteristics of these nations that pro-
duce such results? How much are these characteristics ex-
plained by individual and national differences? As we can
see from Table 1, there are some remarkable differences in
the relationship of social capital variables and their predictors
when comparing individual and country-level correlation co-
efficients. Dependent variables, generalized trust and institu-
tional confidence are significantly associated, as is suggested
by the society-centered hypothesis. As previous research has
shown (see e.g. Meer, 2003; Kankainen, 2009), compared to
country level results especially the relationship of associa-
tional participation and other social capital indicators seem
to be considerably weaker in individual level analyses. This
probably results mostly from the fact that there is less vari-
ance in the data analyzed with macro-level analyses, but it is
not necessarily the whole explanation. At the macro level,
associational participation has the second largest coefficient
whereas at the individual level this is not the case. As dis-
cussed above, associational participation may, at first, have
cohesive effects that concern also other individuals in the so-
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Figure 1. Means of indicators of generalized trust and institutional confidence across countries in the year 2004 (scaled to 0-10). Source:
ESS 2004.�
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ciety. Secondly, the strong association at the aggregate level
may be caused by third factors prevailing in the society. For
example, democratic political culture and uncorrupted public
institutions may encourage trust and civic engagement at the
same time. Besides the strong associations between depen-
dent variables, correlation coefficients at the country level re-
veal that every dimension of social capital correlates strongly
with education. An interesting finding is also the association
between discrimination and trust that seems to appear only at
the individual level.

In order to distinguish between the country-specific de-
terminants of the two dimensions of trust and those be-
tween countries, multi-level models (see Raudenbush &
Bryk, 2002) available through SPSS:s mixed models proce-
dure (see Peugh & Enders, 2005) were applied. With multi-
level modeling, it is possible to analyze the nested data struc-
ture (different individuals within different regimes) in a more
reliable way than is possible with more traditional multivari-
ate methods (i.e. regression and ANOVA). The analysis pro-
ceeds in two parts. First, the data is analyzed with multi-
level models in which the effect of the regime and the chosen
relevant individual determinants of trust are tested with the
data including all five types of welfare states. After that,
the differences between the regimes are compared in detail
with separate within-regime models. The applied procedure
allows us to make more sound conclusions regarding the dy-
namics of social capital generation.

The multilevel analyses done with the data including all
regimes are presented in tables 2 and 3. The idea here is to

separate the effects as blocks of variables in order to present
how different levels of explanations are associated with the
dependent variable. The first level of variables includes
previously well-known individual level “usual suspects” ex-
plaining institutional and generalized trust and the second in-
cludes the countries. The analyses are done in the same man-
ner for both generalized trust and institutional confidence.

The first models of the Table 2 containing only intercept
reveal that there is a variance of 79–78 percent at the individ-
ual (level 1) and 21–22 percent at the country level. How-
ever, from the second model (model 1 + regime) we see
that adding the regime decreases considerably the amount
of residual country-level variance with both dependent vari-
ables. Thus we can assume that a considerable share of
country-level variance is explained by the regime classifica-
tion. However, adding individual level variables to the base-
line model (model 1 + all individual variables) does not de-
crease the amount of residual variance at the corresponding
level as much as regime does. It should also be noted that the
amount of country-level residual variance slightly decreases
because of the impact of individual-level variables. In the last
model (model 1 + individual variables + regime) we see that
most of the unexplained variance lies at the individual level
even when both the individual and aggregate-level sources of
explanation are taken into account. Though there is a good
reason to believe that a great deal of the variance within gen-
eralized trust and institutional confidence is explained by the
regime, there are also some differences to be explained de-
pending on the type of trust. However, these differences are
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Table 1
Individual and country level (means) correlations between dependent and independent variables (Spearman’s Rho). Source:
ESS 2004.

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL COUNTRY LEVEL
Generalized Institutional Generalized Institutional

trust confidence trust confidence
Institutional confidence .418*** 1 .842*** 1
Age .009 .022*** .200 .304
Education .125*** .083*** .665*** .462*
Unemployed -.076*** -.070*** -.603** -.556**
Participation .089*** .102*** .714*** .758***
Friends meeting .112*** .082*** .598** .560**
Discriminated -.055*** -.083*** .377 .320
Safety .148*** .147*** .535** .682***

*** = p <.001; **= p <.01; * = p <.05 (2-tailed).

Table 2
Level 1 and level 2 variance of multi-level models. Source: ESS 2004.

Generalized Trust Institutional Confidence
Parameter Estimate % of variance Estimate % of variance
Model 1: Baseline
Level 1 variance 3.011 79.01 3.273 78.05
Level 2 variance .800 20.99 .921 21.95
Total variance 3.810 100.00 4.194 100.00

Model 1 + regime
Level 1 resid. variance 3.011 96.18 3.273 93.88
Level 2 resid. variance .119 3.82 .213 6.12
Residual variance 3.130 100.00 3.487 100.00
Residual variance % of total variance 82.15 83.14

Model 1 + all individual level variables
Level 1 resid. variance 2.867 80.41 3.144 79.42
Level 2 resid. variance .699 19.59 .815 20.58
Residual variance 3.566 100.00 3.959 100.00
Residual variance % of total variance 93.57 94.40

Model 1 + all individual level variables + regime
Level 1 resid. variance 2.867 96.39 3.144 93.88
Level 2 resid. variance .107 3.61 .205 6.12
Residual variance 2.974 100.00 3.349 100.00
Residual variance % of total variance 78.06 79.86

rather minor.
Table 3 presents the parameter estimates from the second

(regime) and the last multilevel model (model 1 + individual
variables + regime). It is not surprising that the reference cat-
egory ‘Nordic Countries and Netherlands’ scores highest in
both generalized trust and institutional confidence. However,
in the case of generalized trust and confidence in institutions
the liberal regime does not significantly differ from this ref-
erence group. A similar pattern was indicated also in the

analysis of Kääriäinen et al. (2006, 51) with ISSP dataset.
In the case of institutional confidence, the continental regime
seems to be closer to Nordic countries than the others. The
lack of safety in the neighborhood and experiences of dis-
crimination seem to undermine both types of trust. From the
socio-demographics it is possible to conclude that education
and employment are associated positively with both indica-
tors whereas age seems to have a limited explanatory power
especially in the case of institutional confidence.
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There also seems to be an association between grassroots
sociability and trust, as the society-centered approach sug-
gests. Both formal sociability in associations and more in-
formal sociability tend to be associated with higher levels of
generalized and institutional trust. Despite that finding, these
are not the strongest predictors in our analyses.

When observing the presented results, it is possible to con-
clude that both the micro- and macro-level determinants are
required to understand the phenomenon. Still, even when
a large set of individual level factors is taken into account,
regime-based differences alone predict a considerable pro-
portion of the variance. A general observation is thus that the
impact of regime explains a great degree of variation between
countries when it comes to the dependent variables. Still, de-
spite the inclusion of macro-variables into the analyses we
can say only a little about the differences between regimes
and especially how different predictors of social capital vary
across regimes. To understand these differences, the analysis
continues as separate comparisons of regimes.

Table 4 displays the predictors of generalized trust and in-
stitutional confidence for the five regimes separately. Over-
all, as Oorschot and Finsveen (2009) suggest in their recent
study on social capital inequalities across countries, there
are less differences than one would expect across regimes
as well. The safety of the area where the respondent lives
has a great impact on the generalized trust across regimes.
Age is a significant determinant especially in the Nordic and
liberal regimes. As suspected on the basis of previous re-
search, education is also a feature of trusters in all regimes.
An important finding is that being a member of a group that
is discriminated against in the country has a more detrimen-
tal impact on generalized trust in the regimes where trust is
at a higher level. For example, in the Mediterranean regime
the impact of discrimination is barely a significant predictor
of trust in fellow citizens, whereas in Nordic countries and
Netherlands this is among the fiercest enemies of generalized
trust in our data.

The relation between associational participation and gen-
eralized trust is stronger in those countries that belong to
the liberal regime, whereas in other clusters this association
is relatively stable, though significant. The reasons for that
may be speculated upon; for example, in the liberal regime it
may be more important to belong to an association in order
to build generalized trust than in other groups of countries.
Meeting friends has the strongest association with general-
ized trust in the Nordic Countries and Netherlands, but in the
Mediterranean regime it is not even significant.

Unemployment reduces generalized trust more in the lib-
eral and continental regimes than in others. In accordance
with the regime theory, the stronger dependence on the mar-
kets or on employment in welfare provision is possibly re-
flected to the division of horizontal trust as well. On the
other hand in the Mediterranean regime, where family has
a stronger role in the welfare provision, unemployment does
not have such a detrimental effect. In the Nordic countries
and the Netherlands, where there is a more generous wel-
fare system, the association between employment and gener-
alized trust is, as well, remarkably weaker than in continental

or liberal regimes.
In the case of institutional confidence, the pattern is fairly

similar: education and safety contribute to higher confidence
or vice versa, as well as participation in associations in all
regimes. The idea of associations as the “schools of democ-
racy” (cf. Putnam, 1993) promoting trust in public institu-
tions is most visible in the case of liberal regimes, while it
has a relatively strong link with institutional confidence also
in continental and Nordic regimes.

Again, the association between unemployment and a low
level of institutional confidence is remarkable in liberal and
continental blocs, but appears to be considerable also in
Nordic countries and the Netherlands. Unemployment re-
duces confidence in public authorities less in post-socialist
and Mediterranean regimes. The relationship between coun-
try clusters is similar in the case of discrimination. Here, the
differences between groups of countries are the most striking.
Belonging to a discriminated group in a country reduces in-
stitutional trust efficiently in liberal, continental and Nordic
regimes, while in the Mediterranean regime there is no sig-
nificant association at all.

Overall, accordingly with multilevel analyses, the regime-
specific models confirmed that there is a remarkable associa-
tion with the type of the welfare state and horizontal and ver-
tical trust even when the effect of numerous individual level
determinants is taken into account. The analyses also showed
that many individual level correlates of trust are rather uni-
versal across the groups of countries. However, the type of
welfare state is also significant in terms of horizontal and ver-
tical trust especially through the differences in the impact of
individual level socioeconomic conditions and experiences
of discrimination.

Summary and discussion
The article has examined the explanatory power of both

individual and aggregate-level factors on generalized and in-
stitutional trust among Europeans. The analyses began with
descriptive analyses and correlations. Descriptive examina-
tion confirmed the well-known fact that generalized trust be-
tween people and confidence in institutions is, with some ex-
ceptions, at the highest level in the Nordic (+ NL) regime
whereas post-socialist countries fall behind other parts of Eu-
rope.

Correlative analyses showed that dependent variables,
generalized trust, institutional confidence and civic engage-
ment were significantly associated – as is suggested by the
society-centered hypothesis. This relationship tends to be
stronger when measured at the aggregate level. Another find-
ing was that despite the fact that most of the chosen variables
were associated significantly with social capital at the indi-
vidual level, aggregate level associations between indepen-
dent and dependent variables were strong mostly in the case
of well being and socio-economic factors such as education
and unemployment. This observation also supports the idea
that it is meaningful to compare countries that differ from
each other with regard to their socioeconomic conditions.

Multilevel and regression analyses revealed that even
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though the society-centered hypothesis is supported when
describing the dynamics of the generation of trust at the indi-
vidual level analyses, it is plausible that the institutions mat-
ter even more. The remarkable association between the type
of the welfare state and social capital remains even when the
effect of numerous individual-level determinants is taken into
account. Moreover, the inclusion of the regime as a macro-
level variable into the analyses explained more of the vari-
ance of trust at the macro-level than all of the individual-level
determinants at the individual level. Thus, it is possible to
argue that even though the society-centered mechanism may
be plausible in certain settings, the institution-centered ap-
proach takes better into account the more relevant reasons for
which social capital is accumulated in some parts of Europe
and not in others. Moreover, this conclusion is consistent
with previous research on the topic made with other datasets
(Kääriäinen & Lehtonen, 2006, 52). Though one should not
too convincingly argue over the cause and the effect when
all the arguments are dependent upon cross-sectional survey
data, it is still possible to make a cautious remark that the
creation of “virtuous circles” of social capital seems to ne-
cessitate institutions that provide a fair and efficient environ-
ment where the seeds of social capital do not suffocate (cf.
Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005).

Despite this argument, we should not underestimate the
impact of individual-level factors on the distribution of trust
between citizens. These determinants seem to predict trust
in both fellow citizens and public institutions slightly better
in Nordic, continental and liberal regimes. Still, a great deal
of unexplained variance seems to be located at the individual
level. Though it is clear that in this study it was possible
to reveal only a limited proportion of this variation, one can
modestly argue that the findings have at least enriched the
picture of trust among Europeans by applying different types
of explanatory sources at the individual level.

Besides applying the theoretical ideas of the generation of
trust, the analyses revealed also some important findings that
are relevant for policy-making. The trust-undermining effect
of discrimination especially in central and northern Europe
is one of these. Europe has encountered tightened attitudes
towards ethnicity and immigration issues which are a real
challenge for the cohesion of modern European societies (cf.
Putnam, 2007; Gesthuizen et al., 2009; Lancee & Dronkers,
2011). In the data, these undesirable effects of discrimination
seem to be a problem especially in the societies with high
levels of trust.

The impact of unemployment on trust is another. The type
of the welfare state is a crucial mediator of the effects of
unemployment on social cohesion. At first, this is proba-
bly related to the “Social Democratic puzzle” approached in
several studies (Albrekt Larsen, 2007; Kumlin & Rothstein,
2005). The universal services and especially basic security
is significantly more extensive in Nordic countries, and this
seems to contribute to high levels of generalized trust. As
indicated also in this study, by preventing exclusion in diffi-
cult situations, the welfare state also contributes to a greater
amount of horizontal trust. On the other hand, in the Mediter-
ranean regime, the same task might be accomplished by fam-

ily and other personal networks.
In order to be able to achieve some possible positive

outcomes of trust, exact knowledge of the mechanisms is
needed. To argue in a more convincing manner about the
causal relations between social capital generating factors,
we may benefit from country-level comparisons made with
longitudinal data. Since survey data is available only for a
couple of decades, systematic historical studies approaching
path-dependent development of trust and social capital in dif-
ferent societies are also needed.
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Appendix Table 1
Measures, questions and the coding of the variables.

Measure Question Coding

Generalized trust -Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted (10), or A summated scale of three

that you can’t be too careful (0)? variables 0-10

-Do you think that most people would try to take advantage of you if they got

the chance (0), or would they try to be fair (10)?

-Would you say that most of the time people try to be helpful (10) or that they

are mostly looking out for themselves (0)?

Institutional confidence Please tell me on a score of 0-10 how much you personally trust each of the A summated scale of four

institutions I read out. 0 means you do not trust an institution at all, and 10 variables 0-10

means you have complete trust. (Institutions listed: country’s parliament,

the legal system, the police, politicians)

Associational participation There are different ways of trying to improve things in [country] or help If worked either in

prevent things from going wrong. During the last 12 months, have you done a) political or b) another

any of the following?(Yes = 1, No = 2) association = 1

a) worked in a political party or action group? Others = 0

b) worked in another organization or association?

Friends meeting . . . how often do you meet socially with friends, relatives or work colleagues? Less than once a week = 0

Once a week or more = 1

Discriminated Would you describe yourself as being a member of a group that is Yes = 1: No = 0

discriminated against in this country?

Safety How safe do you – or would you - feel walking alone in this area after dark? Very safe or safe =1:

unsafe or very unsafe =0

Education How many years of full-time education have you completed? Total years, range: 0-26.

Unemployed Which of these descriptions best describes your situation (in the last seven If unemployed and

days)? actively looking for a job

or unemployed, wanting a

job but not actively looking

for a job = 1.

Other = 0.

Age Year of birth. Calculated from year of

birth. Number of years old

from 15 to 96 years.


