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People’s trust in government depends on demographic and socioeconomic 

traits like age, gender, educational background, and income, as well as on 

their perceptions of their social status and their political attitudes. The relative 

importance of these factors, in addition to broader economic, cultural and 

institutional conditions in a country, has been shown in in-depth OECD 

country studies in Korea, Finland and Norway. This chapter presents a 

stocktaking of the relationship between different traits, socioeconomic 

conditions and institutional trust across countries. 

  

3 Socioeconomic conditions 

and political attitudes: 

Microfoundations of trust 
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Key findings and areas for attention 

● People with lower levels of education and income report consistently lower trust in government 

than other groups. On average across countries, having a university degree is associated with a 

difference of around 8 percentage points higher trust in government. Similarly, the gap in trust 

in government when comparing those with the highest and lowest incomes in society is twelve 

percentage points.  

● Young people trust government less. On average 36.9% of people aged 18 to 29 tend to trust 

their government, while the rate is 45.9% for those aged 50 and over. There is also a gender gap 

in trust with women trusting the government 2.7 percentage points less than men, on average, 

across countries. Governments should focus on the long-term economic and social 

consequences of the COVID-19 crisis on young people, including on opportunities for young 

people to shape responses and enhance public participation.  

● There are considerable differences in trust in institutions across regions within countries. 

Governments must pay attention to territorial divides to better understand the role of socio-

economic factors and dissatisfaction with regional access to public services.  

● Perceived vulnerabilities seem to matter even more than reported socioeconomic vulnerability 

measured by income and education. Trust is considerably lower among people worried about 

their personal financial circumstances: only 34.6% of the financially precarious group trust the 

government, compared to 51.2% among people with fewer financial worries. The gap in trust 

between those who consider themselves to have a relatively higher social status and those with 

a low social status is around 22.9 percentage points.  

● Partisanship and feelings of political efficacy matter, too. People who voted for the government 

in power are, on average almost twice as likely to say that they trust the government than people 

who did not vote for the current government. Perhaps related to that, feelings of political 

disempowerment diminishes trust. Only 24.9% of people who feel they do not have a say in what 

government does trust the government, on average across countries. Governments must 

recommit to inclusive governance that incorporates diverse and disadvantaged perspectives in 

policy design, implementation and reform and increase representation of different views.  

● These results show that governments face different starting points when attempting to foster 

trust in public institutions. Understanding key differences and drivers across population groups 

can help governments to better target and inform public policies. 
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3.1. PEOPLE WITH LOW INCOME AND 

LOW LEVELS OF EDUCATION ARE 

LESS TRUSTING OF GOVERNMENT 

INSTITUTIONS 

Consistent with previous results (Brezzi et al., 

2021[1]), the OECD Trust Survey finds that people 

with higher levels of education or higher income 

tend to have higher trust in their national 

government than people with lower levels of 

education or lower income. On average in OECD 

countries, having a university degree, relative to 

only a high school degree, is associated with 

8 percentage points higher trust in government. 

(For more on the scale used for these questions, 

see Box 4.1).  

The average level of trust for those with the 

highest levels of education (university-

level/tertiary) is 48.0%, as compared to 39.9% for 

those with medium levels of education (those 

who completed upper secondary education, i.e. 

high school) (Figure 3.1). The largest trust gap 

between these two groups can be found in 

Norway (18.6 percentage points) followed by 

Australia, Finland, Ireland and Korea (more than 

13 percentage points). In Colombia, Denmark, 

Estonia, Portugal, Mexico, the Netherlands and 

the United Kingdom, the trust gaps by education 

are considerably smaller. 

Figure 3.1. People with tertiary education tend to have higher trust in government 

Share of respondents who indicate trust in the national government (responses 6-10 on an 11-point scale) by highest 

level of education, 2021 

 

Note: Figure presents the national distribution of responses to the question “On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is not at all and 

10 is completely, how much do you trust the national government?”. Shown here is the proportion of respondents that “trust” 

the national government (i.e. response values 6-10), grouped by highest level of education. “Higher” education refers to ISCED 

2011 levels 5-8, which refers to university-level degrees such as Bachelors, Masters or PhD, while “Medium” education refers 

to levels 3-4, or upper and post-secondary, non-tertiary education. “Low education” – which refers to less than a completed 

upper secondary degree – is excluded from this chart due to a lower share of the population in this group in most OECD 

countries. The trust estimates for the low education group tend to be lower than that of the medium education group. “OECD” 

presents the unweighted average across countries. Mexico and New Zealand here show trust in civil service as respondents 

were not asked about trust in the national government (note that trust in civil service on average tends to be higher than trust 

in national government). In case of the Netherlands, a translation error could have led to some people reporting medium 

rather than high level of education. For more detailed information, please find the survey method document at 

http://oe.cd/trust. 

Source: OECD Trust Survey (http://oe.cd/trust)  

StatLink 2 https://stat.link/yvq60i 
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Trust Survey data show that in most surveyed 

OECD countries people with higher incomes have 

also greater trust in the national government. 

48% of people with earnings in the top 20% of 

the national income distribution trust the 

government, as opposed to 35.7% in the bottom 

20% of the income distribution (Figure 3.2). 

Figure 3.2. In most countries, people with low income tend to trust the government less  

Share of respondents who indicate trust in the national government (responses 6-10 on an 11-point scale), by net 

disposable household income, 2021 

 

Note: Figure presents the national distribution of responses to the question “On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is not at all and 

10 is completely, how much do you trust each of the following? The national government”. Shown here is the proportion of 

respondents that “trust” the national government (i.e. response values 6-10), grouped by income group. “High” and “Low” 

income refers to top and bottom 20% in national income distribution. “OECD” presents the unweighted average across 

countries. Ireland and Mexico are excluded from this figure as the data were not available. New Zealand and Norway are also 

excluded as data are only available on gross income, which complicates comparisons. Difference between high and low 

income groups in Finland are very small (0.1 percentage points). For more detailed information please find the survey method 

document at http://oe.cd/trust. 

Source: OECD Trust Survey (http://oe.cd/trust)  

StatLink 2 https://stat.link/pt9s2n 
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3.2. YOUNGER PEOPLE AND WOMEN 

TEND TO HAVE LOWER TRUST IN 

GOVERNMENT 

In all surveyed OECD countries, with the 

exception of Latvia, Luxembourg and Mexico, 

younger people tend to trust the government 

less than older people. On average 36.9% of 

people aged 18 to 29 tend to trust the 

government, 40.9% of those aged between 30 

and 49 trust the government, and 45.9% aged 50 

and over do (Figure 3.3). However, there are 

notable differences across countries. For 

instance, differences in trust between older and 

younger people are minimal in Latvia, Estonia, 

Sweden, Luxembourg and Finland, while they 

seem comparatively large in Ireland, Iceland, 

Portugal and Korea.  

The economic and social consequences of the 

COVID-19 crisis have fallen particularly hard on 

young people, raising growing concerns about 

the long-term implications it may have on their 

material conditions and well-being, but also on 

opportunities for young people to shape 

responses and enhance public participation  

(OECD, 2022[2]). Governments can take specific 

actions to develop capacity for young people to 

participate, eliminate barriers for meaningful 

representation, and enhance democratic 

dialogue with young people on policies to 

address climate change, rising inequality, and 

threats to democratic institutions  (OECD, 

2022[2]).

Figure 3.3. Younger people tend to have lower trust in government 

Share of respondents who indicate trust the national government (responses 6-10 on an 11-point scale) by age 

group, 2021 

 

Note: Figure presents the within-country distributions of responses by age group to the question “On a scale of 0 to 10, where 

0 is not at all and 10 is completely, how much do you trust each of the following? The national government”. Shown here is 

the proportion of respondents that “trust” based on the aggregation of responses from 6-10 on the scale, grouped by age 

group. “OECD” presents the unweighted average across countries. Finland's scale ranges from 1-10 and the higher trust / 

neutral / lower trust groupings are 1-4 / 5-6 / 7-10. Mexico and New Zealand present trust in civil service as respondents were 

not asked about trust in the national government (note that trust in civil service on average tends to be higher than trust in 

national government). Younger age group in Ireland is defined as 18-34 due to statistical disclosure measures. For more 

detailed information please find the survey method document at http://oe.cd/trust. 

Source: http://oe.cd/trust  

StatLink 2 https://stat.link/ciylf9 
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Trust in government also differs by gender, and 

in almost all surveyed OECD countries women 

have lower trust in government than men. The 

gender gap on average across countries is 2.7 

percentage points (Figure 3.4).  

Many potential causal mechanisms could be 

driving these results. For example, women’s lower 

trust in government could be related to lower 

economic or educational opportunities for 

women or other forms of structural gender 

inequality in society. Moreover, women remain 

underrepresented in politics and public 

institutions, including in terms of seats in national 

legislatures and ministerial posts  (OECD, 2021[3]). 

It is noteworthy that the handful of countries in 

which women have more trust in government 

than men are some of the Nordic countries: 

Sweden, Finland and Norway.7 While even these 

countries have not yet achieved gender parity, 

they are often considered champions of gender 

equality within the OECD in terms of women’s 

economic empowerment, legal rights, and 

political representation  (OECD, 2018[4]; OECD 

Gender Data Portal, 2021[5]). Women’s relatively 

higher trust in government in these Nordic 

countries may reflect women’s more equal 

opportunities there, at least relative to other 

countries. 

Figure 3.4. In most OECD countries women have lower trust in the national government 

than men 

Difference in trust in government by gender, expressed as the share of men trusting government minus the share of 

women trusting government, in percentage points, 2021 

 

Note: Figure presents the within country distribution of responses by gender to the question “On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 

is not at all and 10 is completely, how much do you trust each of the following? The national government”. Shown is the 

proportion of respondents that “trust” based on the aggregation of responses from 6-10 on the 11-point scale, grouped by 

gender. “OECD” presents the unweighted average across countries. Mexico and New Zealand show trust in civil service as 

respondents were not asked about trust in the national government (note that trust in civil service on average tends to be 

higher than trust in national government). For more detailed information please find the survey method document at 

http://oe.cd/trust. 

Source: OECD Trust Survey (http://oe.cd/trust)  

StatLink 2 https://stat.link/w0t9xd 
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3.3. REGIONAL VARIATION IN LEVELS 

OF TRUST 

Trust in institutions also displays some clear 

geographical patterns and divisions across 

different places within countries. For example, 

differences in trust in institutions between 

regions can be very large in some countries, such 

as Korea (34.9 percentage points) and Australia 

(25 percentage points) for trust in national 

government or New Zealand (20.4 percentage 

points) for trust in the civil service (Figure 3.5). 

Differences between regions are generally 

smaller in Scandinavian countries, the 

Netherlands, and France, although cross-country 

comparison may be limited by the different 

population size and administrative geography of 

the available regions; further analysis by typology 

of regions, whether urban, predominantly rural, 

or in between, may provide more accurate 

insights.  

There is a need for policy makers to pay attention 

to these gaps, as territorial disparities in trust 

could reflect people’s dissatisfaction with 

regional access to public services, as well as with 

local socio-economic opportunities and well-

being outcomes. These elements can fuel feelings 

of being “left behind”, as well as disengagement 

or dissatisfaction with the political system, which 

can undermine democracy (Dijkstra, Poelman 

and Rodríguez-Pose, 2019[6]). Increasing the 

focus on places in decline by developing place-

based strategies for regional economic 

development, and improving public services 

delivery in rural areas and deprived urban areas, 

can help address these territorial divides  (OECD, 

2019[7]). 
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Figure 3.5. Trust in government shows large regional disparities within OECD countries 

Share of respondents who indicate trust in the national government (responses 6-10 on an 11-point scale) in regions 

with highest and lowest level of trust by country, 2021 

 
Note: Shown here is the proportion of respondents that “trusts” the national government based on aggregation of responses 

from 6-10 on the scale, based on responses to the question “On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is not at all and 10 is completely, 

how much do you trust each of the following? The national government”. “OECD” presents the unweighted average across 

countries. Finland's scale ranges from 1-10 and the higher trust / neutral / lower trust groupings are 1-4 / 5-6 / 7-10. New 

Zealand shows trust in civil service as respondents were not asked about trust in the national government (note that trust in 

civil service on average tends to be higher than trust in national government). Colombia, Luxembourg and Mexico are not 

shown due to data unavailability. Regions within countries are sub-national geographical areas and do not always correspond 

to administrative regions according to the OECD-EC classification (for more details the Trust Survey methodological note 

(http://oe.cd/trust) and the OECD Territorial Grid (https://www.oecd.org/regional/regional-statistics/territorial-grid.pdf).  

Source: OECD Trust Survey (http://oe.cd/trust)  

StatLink 2 https://stat.link/ykpfq8 
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3.4. FEELINGS OF INSECURITY 

CORRESPOND WITH LOWER TRUST 

IN PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS 

Low levels of trust in government and public 

institutions are also related to perceptions of 

vulnerability and being left behind economically, 

socially and politically. The results of the Trust 

Survey consistently illustrate that people’s 

personal financial concerns (Figure 3.6), 

perceptions of relatively lower status in society 

(Figure 3.7), and feeling excluded from 

government decision making (Figure 3.8) all 

negatively influence trust in government.  

Economic insecurity or vulnerability can be 

measured in many different ways, such as 

unemployment or underemployment, low or 

irregular income, job insecurity, or high debt, 

among others. It is also a subjective measure, 

reflecting one’s perception of their economic 

status. The Trust Survey shows that a remarkable 

63.5% of respondents report that they are 

“somewhat” or “very” concerned about their 

household’s finances when looking ahead to 

2022 and 2023.  

This is important. Economic vulnerability likely 

affects people’s attitudes towards public 

institutions, and indeed the survey finds that 

people with financial worries are much less 

trusting of the national government than those 

with few or no financial worries: only 34.6% of the 

financially precarious group trusts the 

government, compared to 51.2% among people 

with fewer financial worries (Figure 3.6). The gap 

between groups is largest in Korea (30 

percentage point gap), followed by Iceland, 

Ireland, Luxembourg and Estonia. 

Figure 3.6. People with personal financial concerns are less likely to trust the government 

Share of respondents who indicate trust in the national government (responses 6-10 on an 11-point scale) by level of 

respondents’ personal financial concerns, 2021 

 
Note: Figure presents the within-country distributions of responses to the questions “On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is not at 

all and 10 is completely, how much do you trust each of the following? The national government”. Shown here is the 

proportion of respondents that reported to trust the government (response categories 6-10) by their level of financial concern. 

The marker for higher levels of financial concern represent the aggregation of response choices “Somewhat concerned” and 

“Very concerned” in response to the question “In general, thinking about the next year or two, how concerned are you about 

your household’s finances and overall social and economic well-being?”. The marker for lower levels of financial concern 

represent the aggregation of response choices “Not at all concerned” and “Not so concerned”. New Zealand shows trust in 

civil service as the question on trust in government was not asked (note that trust in civil service on average tends to be higher 

than trust in national government). “OECD” presents the unweighted average across countries. Finland, Mexico, and Norway 

are excluded from this figure as the data were not available. For more detailed information please find the survey method 

document at http://oe.cd/trust. 

Source: OECD Trust Survey (http://oe.cd/trust)  

StatLink 2 https://stat.link/f9wtvi 
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Beyond economic or material risks, a sense of 

one’s own social status appears to be strongly 

related to people’s level of trust in government. 

In all surveyed countries, people who report a 

lower perceived social status (measured as one’s 

own reported position in society, relative to 

others) also report a lower level of trust in the 

national government (Figure 3.7). On average 

across OECD countries, the trust gap between 

those who consider themselves to have a 

relatively higher social status and those with a 

low social status is around 22.9 percentage 

points, a value much higher than the difference 

between actual reported income or education. 

Differences between groups are particularly 

pronounced in Korea, Iceland, and Ireland and 

differences are less pronounced in Austria, 

Denmark, Japan and Latvia. This provides some 

early evidence on the importance of social 

inclusion as a factor related to people’s trust in 

government.  

However, it is important to highlight that survey 

respondents were reporting their perceptions of 

their own social status, which was not explicitly 

defined and could include a number of individual 

material and non-material factors. As with other 

characteristics presented in this chapter there 

could be other underlying factors driving both 

perceptions of status and trust, such as access to 

public services, individual preference on state 

intervention, or opportunities in life related to 

work and education. 

Figure 3.7. People with a low self-reported social status have also lower trust in 

government 

Share of respondents who indicate trust in the national government (responses 6-10 on an 11-point scale) among 

people with higher and lower perceived social status, 2021 

 

Note: Figure presents the within-country distributions of responses to the questions “On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is not at 

all and 10 is completely, how much do you trust each of the following? The national government”, and “If you imagine status 

in society as a ladder, some groups could be described as being closer to the top and others closer to the bottom. Thinking 

about yourself, where would you place yourself in this scale? (1-10 scale)”. Shown here is the proportion of respondents that 

reported to trust the government by level of self-reported social status. “OECD” presents the unweighted average across 

countries. . New Zealand shows trust in civil service as respondents were not asked about trust in the national government 

(note that trust in civil service on average tends to be higher than trust in national government). Finland, Mexico and Norway 

are excluded from this figure as the data were not available. For more detailed information please find the survey method 

document at http://oe.cd/trust. 

Source: http://oe.cd/trust  

StatLink 2 https://stat.link/2ntg91 
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Finally, people who feel excluded from 

government decision making have lower levels of 

trust in government. Feelings of a lack of political 

voice not only are associated with low (or lack of) 

political participation,8 but also with low trust in 

public institutions  (Prats and Meunier, 2021[8]).  

On average, among those who report they have 

a say in what the government does, 67.9% of 

people trust their national government, while 

only 24.9% report trust in national government 

among those who feel they do not have a say in 

what the government does (Figure 3.8). Further, 

people’s trust in government is also positively 

related to confidence in their ability to participate 

in politics. On average for surveyed OECD 

countries, 53.4% of people that are confident in 

their own ability to participate in politics have 

trust in their national government. Yet the figure 

for those with low confidence in their ability to 

participate is only 31.5%. In this regard, trust in 

government is associated with feeling politically 

included, both at the system, as well as at 

individual level. 

Figure 3.8. People who feel they have a say in what the government does have also 

higher trust in government 

Share of respondents reporting they trust the national government (responses 6-10 on an 1-point scale) by whether 

they feel they have a say in what the government does, 2021 

 

Note: Figure presents the within-country distributions of responses to the questions “On a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 is not 

at all and 10 is completely, in general how much do you trust the national government”, and “How much would you say the 

political system in [country] allows people like you to have a say in what the government does?”. Shown here is the proportion 

of respondents that report to trust the national government (response categories 6-10) by whether they feel they have a say 

in what the government does. “OECD” presents the unweighted average across countries. Mexico and New Zealand are 

excluded from this figure as respondents were not asked about trust in the national government. For more detailed 

information please find the survey method document at http://oe.cd/trust. 

Source: OECD Trust Survey (http://oe.cd/trust)  

StatLink 2 https://stat.link/wd6tuc 
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In addition to feelings of having a say in political 

issues, people’s trust in public institutions is also 

highly influenced by individual political 

preferences. Trust in government institutions is 

generally higher among people who voted for 

the party or parties currently in power. People 

who did not vote for incumbents tend to trust all 

public institutions less, even apolitical ones such 

as civil service or the police. This may be a signal 

of people feeling excluded or outside of the 

democratic system, if they position themselves 

politically as opposition. This may also indicate a 

scenario of increasing political polarisation and 

thus the need to further strengthen the inclusivity 

of public institutions. On average, trust in the 

national government is 54.7% among people 

who voted for the parties in power, while only 

28.4% for those who do not vote for the ruling 

parties (Figure 3.9). Similar results hold across 

other public institutions, even ostensibly 

apolitical ones, but the gap tends to be smaller. 

For instance, 55.6% of those who voted for the 

incumbent government trust the civil service 

while the share is only 46% for those who did not 

vote for party/parties in power. 

Figure 3.9. Trust in government is lower for people that did not vote for parties in power 

Share of respondents reporting they trust the national government (responses 6-10 on an 11-point scale) by whether 

they voted for the party/parties in power in the previous national election, 2021 

 

Note: Figure presents the share of people that report they trust the civil service, by whether the party they voted for in the 

last national election (or would have voted for if they didn't vote) is currently part of the government. Trust in national 

government based on aggregation of response categories 6-10 to the question “On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is not at all 

and 10 is completely, how much do you trust each of the following? The national government”. Vote for current government 

based on question “Is the party you voted for in the last federal (national) election (or would have voted for if you didn't vote) 

currently part of the government?”. “OECD” presents the unweighted average across countries. Finland, Mexico and New 

Zealand are excluded from this figure as the data were not available. For more detailed information please find the survey 

method document at http://oe.cd/trust. 

Source: OECD Trust Survey (http://oe.cd/trust)  

StatLink 2 https://stat.link/rw02pg 
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3.5. CULTURE AND SOCIALISATION 

PLAY A PART  

This chapter has illustrated the role that 

individual-level factors play in mediating trust in 

government institutions. Yet it is important to 

note that people’s attitudes towards government 

do not develop in a vacuum. An individual’s 

broader cultural, family, political and social 

environment plays an enormous role in 

influencing preferences and attitudes towards 

government throughout a lifetime. This 

socialisation is a long process spanning from 

early childhood to old age. It affects many 

aspects of social life, from interpersonal 

relationships to political participation  (Neundorf 

and Smets, 2017[9]) (Sapiro, 2004[10]).  

One very simple illustration of the role of culture 

and socialisation is the relationship between 

interpersonal trust and trust in government 

institutions (Figure 3.10). Cross-nationally, there 

is a positive correlation between reported levels 

of trust in other people, in general, and reported 

levels of trust in government.9 While this measure 

does not fully capture the effects of “culture” or 

“society”, it helps to illuminate the degree to 

which other underlying, group-level conditions 

influence trust in institutions. These less tangible 

factors could be culture, norms, level of 

inequality, level of poverty, level of economic 

development, and/or degree of racial/ethnic 

heterogeneity, among many other possible 

determinants. Many of these factors are 

unobservable – and the factors that can be 

measured quantitatively likely interact with each 

other.  

The degree of trust in others can also help situate 

country-specific responses towards trust in 

general and government specifically; survey 

responses on trust may reflect diverse cultural or 

social variation across countries. This should be 

considered in comparisons on the levels of trust 

in government.  

High levels of interpersonal trust can help citizens 

to act together, demand policies that benefit 

them collectively, and hold the government 

accountable. Given the interplay between 

interpersonal and institutional trust, 

governments should consider strengthening the 

representation of collective interests including of 

disadvantaged groups, for example by fostering 

civic space and strengthening collective interest 

organisations. 
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Figure 3.10. Trust in government correlates with trust in other people 

Share of people in OECD countries that trust the national government (y-axis) by share that trust other people (x-

axis) (both responses 6-10 on an 11-point scale), 2021 

 

Note: Figure presents the relationship between the proportion of people that “trust” other people and the share that “trust” 

in national government, based on the aggregation of responses from 6-10 on the scale to the questions “On a scale from 0 

to 10, where 0 is not at all and 10 is completely, in general how much do you trust most people?”, and “On a scale of 0 to 10, 

where 0 is not at all and 10 is completely, how much do you trust the national government?”. “OECD” represents the 

unweighted average across countries. Mexico and New Zealand are excluded from this figure as respondents were not asked 

about trust in the national government. Japan is excluded from this figure as an outlier on interpersonal trust. For more 

detailed information find the survey method document at http://oe.cd/trust. 

Source: OECD Trust Survey (http://oe.cd/trust)  

StatLink 2 https://stat.link/lysqo7 
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NOTES

7 This figure shows women in Mexico trusting government more than men, but note that these estimates 

for Mexico refer to trust in the civil service, as data on trust in the national government are not available in 

the Trust Survey in Mexico. While Mexico has well known and persistent barriers to gender equality (see 

for example  (OECD, 2017[11]), this result on the civil service might be related to the relatively extensive 

reach of the state in many Mexican women’s lives, for example through the build-up of educational and 

healthcare institutions related to previous conditional cash transfer systems. 

8 Political participation is broadly understood as those activities undertaken by the public to influence 

political decisions, either directly or by affecting the selection of persons who make policies (Prats and 

Meunier, 2021[8]). 

9 The correlation coefficient at the country level is 0.45. The multivariate regressions at the level of individual 

respondents confirm a highly significant relationship between trust in the national government and trust 

in other people.  
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