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8. Political trust in experimental designs
Rick K. Wilson and Catherine C. Eckel

INTRODUCTION

In her 1997 Presidential Address to the American Political Science Association, Elinor 
Ostrom pointed to the importance of trust for solving collective action problems and she 
called for laboratory experiments to tease out why trust could act as a mechanism for 
facilitating such solutions (1998). Around the same time the Russell Sage Foundation 
developed an initiative to study trust, focusing on its role in enabling and supporting a 
wide variety of relationships, from personal interactions to those involving economic 
exchange and business dealings. Several important publications came out of this initia-
tive. Levi and Stoker (2000) reviewed the literature on trust and trustworthiness up to 
that point and called on the community to utilize experimental methods to address the 
strategic aspects of trust. Hardin (2002) elaborated on many of the issues of trust that 
had been ignored by the formal theory community. Finally the workshop and resulting 
volume edited by Ostrom and Walker (2003) brought together an array of scholars from 
many different disciplines to address different aspects of trust. These included not only 
social science theorists and experimentalists, but also evolutionary psychologists and 
animal behavior experts. While these efforts helped push the use of experiments to study 
trust, as Nannestad (2008) argued in part, the lessons learned were unclear. Our goal here 
is to illustrate how experiments are informing unresolved questions about political trust.

As every chapter in this Handbook notes, trust and trustworthiness are critical for 
understanding social behavior. Many see political trust as a necessary foundation for 
stable political institutions and for the formation of social capital and civic engagement 
(Putnam, 1993, 2000; Stolle, 1998). Others focus on the extent to which particular aspects 
of political institutions – such as transparency, appropriate levels of monitoring, and 
credible threats of sanctions – can foster political trust and cooperation (Arrow, 1974; 
Fenno, 1978; Bianco, 1994; Lupia and McCubbins, 1998; Sztompka, 1999; Knight, 2001; 
Ostrom, 2003). Finally trust is seen as a social lubricant that reduces the cost of exchange, 
whether in reaching political compromise (Fenno, 1978; Bianco, 1994) or in daily market 
and non- market exchange interactions (Arrow, 1974). While political trust both affects 
and is affected by political institutions, the causal relationships between levels of trust and 
effectiveness of institutions have been difficult to disentangle from observational data. 
Increasingly, experiments, both in the lab and in the field, focus on the causal underpin-
nings of political trust.

Political scientists have long been concerned with the concept of political trust and 
its relation to political institutions. This tradition extends back to Almond and Verba 
(1963), who find a strong correlation between citizen trust levels and the existence of 
democratic institutions. Subsequent work has examined the nature and causal direction 
of this relationship using non- experimental data. One difficulty in assessing research in 
this area is that the concept of trust is not clear- cut, with different researchers addressing 
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or utilizing very different measures of trust. Like others in the Handbook we begin with 
Pippa Norris’s (see also Chapter 2) nested dimensions of political support to provide focus 
for the concept of political trust. In particular, we show how experiments lead to greater 
understanding of public confidence in institutional principles, political institutions, and 
in office- holders. Each is addressed through the discussion of three different experimental 
designs: a survey experiment, a public goods experiment, and a trust experiment. We then 
turn to measurement issues that arise when focusing on behavior. Finally, we conclude 
with open questions about political trust that experiments can address.

THE ROLE OF EXPERIMENTS IN THE STUDY OF TRUST

Research using experimental methods is not a panacea for addressing all aspects of trust 
and trustworthiness: an experiment is merely one of the many methodological tools avail-
able to a researcher. An experiment involves two features: control by the experimenter 
and random assignment over the treatments. By necessity, to gain control over naturally 
occurring variation, the experimenter abstracts the setting in which the subject acts. The 
aim is to focus on a particular (predicted) relationship. The experimenter then randomly 
assigns subjects to a treatment in order to see if  the predicted effect occurs in the presence 
of the treatment and disappears when the treatment is removed.

Experiments are especially valuable for addressing questions of causality and this is 
where they shine. Likewise, experiments are useful for exploring and pinpointing mecha-
nisms that researchers think are critical for understanding complex social phenomena. In 
a different vein, sometimes multiple theories can be used to explain a given phenomenon. 
Experiments can be valuable in distinguishing between competing theories, allowing 
researchers to focus on those that are the most promising. Experiments need not always 
test theories – sometimes they can produce new facts that are valuable for theory building. 
Observing an unexpected relationship in the laboratory is eye- opening and often leads to 
new theoretical insights as well as additional experiments designed to test the new theory 
(and to confirm that the observation is not simply anomalous). Finally, the incentivized 
tasks developed for experiments are often then used as measures, and as we will demon-
strate, canonical experiments can be valuable measurement tools.

Careful control, a focus on mechanism, and randomization allow experimenters to 
make specific causal claims. But, this ‘internal validity’ is achieved at a price. McDermott 
(2011) elaborates on the trade- offs between internal and external validity. When used in 
conjunction with other methods, social scientists can make clear causal claims that can 
be generalized to settings outside the lab, or outside a specific field context. Given the 
complex claims made about political trust, experiments have an important role to play in 
understanding the concept and its impact in a variety of specific settings.

THREE CANONICAL EXPERIMENTAL DESIGNS

In their survey of the literature Levi and Stoker (2000) lamented the fact that there were 
few laboratory experiments focused on political trust. A huge body of experimental 
work on trust has appeared since then. However, that research focuses on social trust 
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in dyads rather than trust by citizens toward political institutions (see the survey by 
Wilson and Eckel, 2011). With respect to political trust, little experimental work has 
surfaced. Sigelman et al. (1992) is an early example that uses an experiment to causally 
sort between trust in political institutions and partisanship. Substantial research, particu-
larly in political psychology, focuses on the antecedents to political trust. This includes 
procedural fairness, competency, and performance. Grimes (see also Chapter 16) sum-
marizes the empirical and experimental literature in this arena. Other exceptions include 
the laboratory experiments by Mutz and Reeves (2005), Ahn et al. (2008), Dal Bo et al. 
(2010), Boudreau (2012), and Grimmelikhuijsen (2012). What surprises us is the limited 
 experimental work explicitly addressing the concept of political trust.

We focus on three types of experimental designs that have been used by trust research-
ers. These designs are not exhaustive, but each is chosen because it tackles a specific 
dimension of the trust relationship as elaborated by Norris (see also Chapter 2). We find 
these designs to be promising for future work and we focus on specific studies to highlight 
the promise of experiments for the study of political trust.

Design One: Survey Experiments

Increasingly, political scientists rely on survey experiments to test for attitude change, the 
effects of framing, or to use priming to clarify cognitive differences among subjects. As 
with all experiments, survey experiments involve the researcher designing treatments and 
randomly assigning respondents to the treatments. Typically, a survey experiment can 
involve larger samples of the population than are feasible with other types of experiments, 
and can be designed to allow for planned subgroup analysis. Also by using a large sample, 
many treatments can be simultaneously carried out. Mutz (2011) provides a very good 
overview of the advantages (and cautions) associated with survey experiments.

This type of experiment is likely to be most familiar to scholars studying attitudes 
about political trust, and therefore we take this as a natural starting point. A good deal 
of research has been devoted to understanding the correlation between citizen trust and 
political institutions. In this vein Hetherington and Kam (2013) provide a useful example 
of a survey experiment. Starting from a concern for the extent and impact of climate 
change, Hetherington and Kam ask whether cues from highly trusted governmental 
institutions can be used to change public opinion in the direction of greater support for 
climate change policy. In framing the question in this manner they engage Norris’s (see 
also Chapter 2) fourth dimension of political trust: public confidence in political institu-
tions. They propose a causal mechanism between trust in a government institution and 
attitudes held by citizens and then use an experiment to test for that mechanism.

Hetherington and Kam (2013) draw on a rich literature on public opinion change 
in political science, and argue that effective cue- givers are ‘trusted, credible and liked.’ 
Equally important they draw on the finding that people attend more carefully to 
 ‘counter- stereotypical’ information (Rahn, 1993) – that is, information that contradicts 
their stereotype about the institution. Their key question is whether a ‘trusted’ source 
providing ‘counter- stereotypical’ information leads to a change in policy attitudes.

Measuring attitudinal change is difficult. The typical approach is to use a cross- section 
of the population, measure attitudes, collect covariates, and then estimate the effect of 
beliefs about organizations on attitudes, controlling for the covariates. A more  rigorous 
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design, but one that is difficult to execute, is to use panel data employing repeated meas-
ures of key attitudes. Problematic, however, is that panel data are often collected far 
apart in time, and many factors may vary in that interval. Drawing an inference about 
any change in attitudes then relies on an assumption that intervening events have had 
no systematic, confounding effects. This is where an experiment shines. The researchers 
can manipulate both the source and type of information that respondents receive. With 
random assignment to treatments, differences in attitudes between the different treat-
ments can be ascribed with confidence to the treatments.

Hetherington and Kam (2013) begin with data from the General Social Survey (GSS) 
indicating that the US military is the most liked and trusted American political institu-
tion. At the same time, it is not viewed as holding liberal views about the environment. 
Accordingly, they ask whether a strong environmental message originating from the US 
military can change public opinion about climate change. The military should be a useful 
cue- giver because it is trusted. Moreover, if  the cues that it gives are counter- stereotypical, 
in that they contradict the belief  that the military is not environmentally concerned, then 
it should be more effective in changing public opinion.

In their experiment Hetherington and Kam (2013) vary two factors. First is the source 
of information, which comes either from the federal government or from the military. The 
information statement common to both states that the organization (federal government 
or military) is turning to alternative (non- fossil) fuel sources for strategic and long- term 
cost reasons. Following the statement respondents are asked their views about whether 
global warming is an important problem.

The second factor in the experiment varies the information about the target of an 
appropriation to increase energy efficiency. The statement says that a $2 billion appro-
priation will be given to the military or the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to 
increase energy efficiency. Respondents are then asked whether they agree or disagree with 
giving the appropriation to that entity. This generates a 2 × 2 factorial design in which the 
source of message (federal government or military) is manipulated and in which the target 
(military or EPA) is also manipulated. They find that counter- stereotypical endorsements 
have a very strong effect. Those who trust the military, but would not expect the military 
to be a strong supporter of environmental innovation, are the most persuaded to re- 
evaluate their views about climate change and appropriations. Not surprisingly the effects 
are largest for Republicans – a group that has high trust in the military, but is suspicious 
of environmental spending. Using a survey experiment, Hetherington and Kam have suf-
ficient numbers of respondents to include these subgroup effects.1

Survey experiments are increasingly used in order to isolate causal effects. Surprisingly 
only a handful of such experiments have been used to investigate trust in government 
(see, for example, Brooks and Geer, 2007; Jacobs and Matthews, 2012; Craig and Rippere, 
2013). When using a survey experiment in the field, researchers are able to draw a causal 
inference with some external validity. For example, survey experiments are easy to carry 
out on a representative population sample. The major disadvantage with survey experi-
ments in the field is that one loses the tight control that is afforded by the laboratory. 
Unlike in the laboratory some respondents may elect not to respond, leaving missing 
data that might be systematically tied to the treatment. This introduces potential selec-
tion bias into the inference. In addition, some respondents may not have been attentive to 
the treatment, thereby biasing downward the treatment effect. Despite potential pitfalls, 
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survey experiments are useful for testing conjectures about the trust relationship. One 
particularly thorny problem for observational studies has been to disentangle the causal 
effect of trust in political institutions. A survey experiment helps clarify the relationship.

Design Two: Public Goods Games

A second type of design typically takes place in the laboratory and relies on the canonical 
public goods game. In essence the game is an N- person prisoner’s dilemma (PD) game, 
and is typically implemented in the laboratory using a voluntary contribution mecha-
nism (VCM), where subjects voluntarily contribute to the provision of a public good. In 
its simplest form, each member of a group of N players must choose to allocate a fixed 
initial endowment either to a group account (a public good) or to a private fund (that is, 
‘defect’ in PD language). Each unit invested in the public good produces a certain amount 
of the public good, and each person in the group receives the same return from this public 
good, which is called the marginal per capita return (MPCR). For concreteness, suppose 
that a unit allocated to the group account produces 0.5 units of the public good. Then 
each person in the group, whether she contributed or not, receives earnings of 0.5 units. 
The dominant strategy is to keep one’s contribution while sharing in the contributions by 
others: this is equivalent to free riding.

In a one- shot version of the game, theory predicts that everyone will keep their endow-
ment and no public good will be provided. In the repeated version of the game, where the 
same group interacts over several rounds, the incentives remain the same. This version of 
the VCM has the same set of subjects play ten or more rounds with feedback about group 
contributions in each round. No one is expected to contribute and everyone is expected to 
free ride. Scores of experiments show that between 40 and 60 percent of subjects contrib-
ute in the one- shot game (Dawes, 1980; Dawes et al., 1988). In the repeated version of the 
experiment contributions begin around the same rate in the first period and then decline 
toward zero as the experiment continues (Ledyard, 1995).

How does the structure of this game relate to trust? Orbell et al. (1984; Orbell and 
Dawes, 1993) conjectured that the choice of contributing was tied to beliefs about others 
in the group. These beliefs included the possibility of being taken for a sucker and the 
possibility that one could trust others to contribute. These latter beliefs are most closely 
related to generalized trust – whether those in the group can be trusted to contribute to 
the public good.2

Beginning with the idea that cooperation is a measure of who can be trusted, Strimling 
et al. (2013) tackle one of the quintessential questions in the trust literature: can institu-
tions alter levels of trust? In framing the question in this manner they engage Norris’s (see 
also Chapter 2) second dimension of political trust – whether there is support for the core 
institutional principles. Strimling et al. (2013) assert a causal direction: weak institutions 
will lower levels of generalized trust.

In their design, subjects first are randomly assigned to groups of four or five. Each is 
given an endowment of 10 in each of 20 periods, and they can choose to divide the amount 
between their private account and the group account in any way. Whatever is placed in the 
group account is multiplied by 1.6 (for groups of four) or 2.0 (for groups of five), and then 
divided evenly among all players in the group (thus the MPCR is 0.4). This standard VCM 
is played for six periods. Subjects are then sorted into two groups: those who contribute 
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more and those who contribute less than the median. As other research has shown, this 
effectively sorts individuals into two types – those who tend to be cooperative and those 
who tend to be uncooperative (Gunnthorsdottir et al., 2007). Blocking by type, subjects 
are then randomly assigned into one of two different institutions to again play the VCM.

In both institutions a smallest acceptable level of contribution to the common pool is 
exogenously imposed. At a personal cost, a subject can choose to monitor the contribu-
tions of another group member. Doing so means that another member of the group is 
randomly chosen and audited to see if  that person complied with the minimum contribu-
tion rule. If  a non- complier is found, then the monitor receives a reward, which exceeds 
her cost of monitoring, and that money is withdrawn from the common pool. The 
non- complier is assessed a fine. Two types of institutions are used: the ‘weak institution’ 
(their term) has a low acceptable level of contribution (1 unit) and a low fine (2 units). By 
comparison the ‘strong institution’ (their term) has a high acceptable level of contribu-
tion (8 units) and a high fine (9 units). Every third round the group can vote whether to 
alter the institution. They can vote to decrease by 1 unit the minimum acceptable level of 
contribution or fine; do nothing; or increase by one unit the minimum acceptable level of 
contribution or fine. Although the acceptable level of contribution is bounded by 0 and 9 
(the latter to allow some monitoring), the level of the fine is unbounded at the upper end.

The key results are easy to see. First, those in the strong institution tend to retain that 
institution, even though they could have voted to make it less onerous. Second, there 
are differences between cooperative and uncooperative types. Among the former, most 
groups stay with the high acceptable level of contribution. Among the latter, a majority 
of the groups quickly moved to undermine the acceptable level of contribution, but then 
moved back to increasing the acceptable level. Third, those in a weak institution react 
differently. Cooperative types step up the acceptable level of contribution until the weak 
institution is now a strong institution. This is not the case for non- cooperative types. The 
weak institution does not give them insight into the gains that can be had from full coop-
eration and those groups do the worst in terms of payoffs.

With respect to fines, there are similar differences. In the strong institution, non- 
cooperative types decrease fines at first, and then raise them back to levels that are slightly 
higher than where they started. Cooperative types steadily increase the fines over the 
course of 20 rounds such that they go from 9 units to almost 12.5 units on average. In the 
weak institution, cooperative types steadily increase fines such that they are almost 8 units 
by period 20. This is not the case for the non- cooperative types in the weak institution. 
Again, these individuals simply cannot get the group to a socially efficient point.

Strimling et al. (2013) conclude that low- trust groups (non- cooperators) struggle in 
weak institutions. However, strong institutions can build trust for non- cooperators. This 
lends credence to claims made by others that political institutions can build trust in 
society. At the same time, it is clear that high- trust groups (cooperators) can cope with a 
variety of institutions. Those individuals are less vulnerable to weak institutions.

Here is an instance in which the careful design of an experiment allows researchers to 
investigate the causal direction between trust and institutions. It may be that contributions 
to the public goods game are weak proxies for generalized trust. Nonetheless the findings 
are intriguing for understanding the role that institutions play for increasing coopera-
tion. Because the researchers manipulated the type of institution and the subjects were 
randomly assigned to the type of institution, the results are clear. Of course this is not 
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the last word on the effect of institutions on trust. For example, Bohnet et al. (2001) find 
that institutions designed to promote dyadic trust appear to ‘crowd out’ trust. It may be 
that the coercive elements of ‘strong institutions’ means that trust is unnecessary. If  the 
institution perfectly monitors all citizens and perfectly enforces compliance, then what 
role does trust play? The effect of institutions on political trust remains an open, but 
important, research question.

Design Three: The Investment Game

The third experimental design is the trust game, also known as the investment game. This 
design is most closely aligned to the particularistic (dyadic) trust relationship (Hardin, 
2002). Developed by Berg et al. (1995), the experiment involves a pair of individuals 
playing a sequential game in which both players receive an initial endowment. The first 
player, the trustor, can take any part of her endowment and send it to the second player, 
the trustee. Whatever is sent is tripled by the experimenter and given to the second player. 
The second player then decides how much, if  anything, to return to the first player. Here 
the trustor has made herself  vulnerable to the second player, trusting that the trustee will 
return something. What the first player sends is considered to be a measure of trust. What 
is returned is considered to be a measure of trustworthiness. A large number of studies 
have been carried out using this design; see the review by Wilson and Eckel (2011). The 
usual finding is that a substantial proportion of the population is willing to put their trust 
in others. As well, the level of trustworthiness is usually sufficiently high that it pays, on 
average, to trust the second mover.

We report on results from one of our own experiments. In doing so we engage Norris’s 
(see also Chapter 2) fifth dimension of political trust – confidence in officeholders. Rather 
than using the investment game as an experiment to test a specific treatment, we use it 
to measure the level of trust in government: we assess trust in public officials by citizens. 
Note that this is different from asking subjects about their attitudes toward public offi-
cials; instead we have a direct behavioral measure of political trust in which subjects risk 
a non- trivial amount of money by trusting a public official. We study two small towns in 
Texas that are matched on size, similarities in their economy, similarities in their political 
structure, but varying in their risk from natural disasters. As part of the study we measure 
the levels of trust between citizens and public officials.3

Two prior studies have used public officials in experimental settings. This, of course, 
is difficult to do in the laboratory since public officials have constraints on their time. 
Enemark et al. (2013) use a group of local politicians in Zambia and Butler and Kousser 
(2013) use a sample of US state legislators. Both find that public officials are willing to 
trust one another (and in the latter case do so at higher rates than a comparable student 
sample). While these findings are interesting, they do not address the question of whether 
citizens trust public officials. In our study we play the dyadic trust game between citizens 
and public officials. In each community, a sample of individual citizens and a sample of 
local officials are recruited.4 The study is an example of a laboratory experiment in the 
field. It has characteristics of the laboratory (control by the experimenter), but targets 
non- students as subjects, and is carried out in settings that are convenient for the subjects.

Two variations of the trust game are discussed here.5 In the first game both first and 
second movers are citizens. In the second game the first mover is a citizen and the second 
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mover is a public official.6 Both players start with a $30 endowment. The first mover 
chooses how much of his $30 he would like to send to the other player. Unlike the stand-
ard trust game, subjects are told they can only send amounts in $10 increments ($0, $10, 
$20, $30). Whatever is sent is tripled, and the second mover then decides how much, out 
of the tripled money plus her own original $30, to return to the first player. For the second 
mover, any amount (including zero or her full budget) can be sent back to the first mover.

Prior to making a choice, subjects are told that they would be randomly assigned to be 
either a first mover or a second mover and that they will be randomly paired with another 
person in the room. Because no one knew the role they will play, they need to make a 
choice in both roles. If  the game is selected for payment, subjects are randomly assigned 
to a role and randomly paired.

Subjects are then asked to make a decision as the first mover. We also asked subjects 
how much they expect to be returned from the second mover. Immediately following 
that decision, subjects are asked to make decisions as second movers. In this part of the 
experiment we use the ‘strategy method’, so for any combination of money that was sent 
(and tripled) subjects are asked how much they intend to return, thereby  specifying their 
full strategy as a second mover. This meant that subjects had four boxes with $30, $60, 
$90, and $120 and they are asked, for whatever amount is sent and tripled, what they 
will return. Subjects are also asked how much they expect to be sent. Subjects receive no 
feedback about their counterpart’s choice until the end of the experiment.

The second game is almost identical to the first. The primary difference involves the 
roles of players. Citizens are told they will be first movers in this game and they need to 
decide how much of their $30 endowment they wish to send to second movers. Public 
officials are assigned as second movers and both citizens and public officials are reminded 
that they will be matched with one another if  the game is drawn. Otherwise all aspects of 
the second game are the same as the first.

Do citizens trust fellow citizens more than their public officials? The answer is yes. We use 
what was sent in the investment game to be a measure of trust. In game one the target of trust 
is another citizen while in the second game the target is a public official. Figure 8.1 plots the 
percentages sent for each of the possible categories. Because of differences between the two 
cities, Panels A and B separately represent the cities. Pooling all of the data, we note that the 
distributions are different – subjects tend to send less to the public officials (Wilcoxon signed- 
rank test, z = 3.28, p < 0.001). Both panels make this point. The percentage sending money 
to public officials shifts toward zero, indicating that fellow citizens are more trusted. A strik-
ing point about the figure is how few subjects sent nothing and how many subjects sent $20 
or $30. In fact, in City 1, just over 45 percent sent their entire endowment to fellow citizens.

It may be that citizens had accurate expectations about their local public officials. We 
asked citizens, in their role as first mover, how much they expect to be reciprocated con-
ditional on what they sent. They did this for both games. At the same time, we collected 
information about what subjects said they would return for each amount that could be 
sent to them (if  they were assigned to be a second mover). We took the average expected by 
a citizen given what they sent and subtracted that from what individuals said they would 
return, on average, for that amount. So, in City 1, people who sent nothing (failed to trust) 
expected that the other player would return $7.50. On average, citizens indicated that they 
would send back $4.33. What is interesting is that these citizens are dipping into their own 
endowment to send something to their counterpart. Taking the same example, citizens 
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sending nothing expected less returned from their public officials ($2.78) and on average 
public officials indicated they would send back $0.96. Across the board subjects expected 
less from their public officials than their fellow citizens (a within- subjects pairwise test: 
t = 2.78, df = 133, p < 0.01).

Figure 8.2 gives a sense of whether subject’s expectations were correct. Again we find 
differences between the two cities. In City 1, expectations are always higher than what 
either citizens or public officials will return. For City 2, however, public officials are likely 
to return more than expected by subjects. Subjects have low expectations for the public 
officials (lower than their fellow citizens), yet except for the case when nothing is sent, the 
public officials always indicate they will send more.

We have managed to do something unusual – pairing citizens and public officials in the 
trust game. The only difference between the two games is the identity of the counterpart. 
We have three findings. First, citizens are willing to trust their public officials. Second, 
citizens’ willingness to trust is driven by expectations. Third, those expectations and their 
accuracy vary by context. Unfortunately, we have only two different cities (contexts). 
While both are similar along many dimensions, we cannot pinpoint why citizens have such 
low expectations in City 2. It may be that the public officials feel citizen pressure or it may 
be that public officials in this disaster- prone city feel compelled to be more trustworthy. 
We cannot isolate these effects with this limited sample.
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Figure 8.1  Percentage of citizens sending $0, $10, $20 or $30 to their counterpart (citizen, 
public official)
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In our study we primarily use the investment game as a measurement tool. As such we want 
to know whether it is correlated with subjects’ willingness to comply with post- disaster 
instructions from local officials. At the same time, we want to know whether this costly 
measure of behavior can be proxied with standard attitudinal trust questions. Table 8.1 
provides the bivariate correlations with a number of attitudinal items that we collected as 
part of the study. The first column correlates the amount sent in the investment game to 
fellow citizens. The second column does the same for what is sent to public officials. The 
first item is one of our key variables of interest – whether subjects will comply with local 
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Figure 8.2  Difference in expected and actual returns by counterpart (citizens or public 
officials)
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officials. The correlation between the behavioral measure and the attitude is positive but 
weak. Using a variety of attitudinal trust measures we find there are equally weak correla-
tions with the behavioral measures. The standard GSS question about trust is positively 
correlated with trust in citizens and is significant. However, the relationship is quite weak. 
This leaves us with a conundrum: what does the investment game measure? In the next 
section we point out that the measurement issues we find are widespread.

MEASUREMENT CONCERNS

A key concern for those carrying out studies of any kind is to measure accurately. An 
experiment allows control over the environment and the subjects have an incentive to 
behave according to their true preferences. Both factors should lead to precision in meas-
urement as compared with survey questions. However, as we show above, there is little 
correlation between attitudes measured with survey items and incentivized choices. What 
does the literature have to say about why this might occur?

The comparisons between attitudinal and behavioral measures almost exclusively 
focus on generalized trust. Yet the same comparisons should be undertaken with 
respect to political trust. An early study on generalized trust by Glaeser et al. (2000) 
used a variety of  survey and behavioral measures in a laboratory setting. Subjects filled 
out an attitudinal survey, engaged in hypothetical choices and played the incentivized 
‘investment game’. As with our study, the standard GSS attitudinal item was included 
(‘Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you can’t 
be too careful in dealing with people’) as well as a number of  other items commonly 
used to measure attitudes toward trust. They also collected information about trusting 
behavior, such as whether someone locks their door or lends money to friends. They 
found (like us) that the attitudinal survey items were uncorrelated with the experimental 
measure of  trust, but that the self- reported behavior is correlated with behavior in the 

Table 8.1 Bivariate correlations with amount sent to citizens and public officials

Trust in Citizens Trust in Public Officials

When a disaster happens how likely are you to follow  
 directions given by the local police and fire officials?
 (5- point scale)

0.075 0.078

How much do you trust your neighbors?
 (4- point scale)

0.108 † −0.015

How much do you trust city government?
 (4- point scale)

−0.001 0.036

Generally speaking, would you say that most people  
  can be trusted, or that you need to be very careful  

in dealing with people?
 (11- point scale) 

−0.131* 0.071

Notes:
All questionnaire items are set in the same direction with higher values indicating greater trust.
† 0.5 < p < 0.10; * p < 0.05.
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experiment. At best the GSS items may capture ‘trustworthiness’. But behavior in the 
game was a pretty good predictor of  self- reported trusting behavior. That attitudes and 
behavior can be uncorrelated is not surprising – this has been a long- standing conclu-
sion reached by psychologists (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1977; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). 
This study has led those carrying out experiments to focus more on behavior rather 
than attitudes.

Others have expressed concern about what the standard GSS item measures. For 
example, Miller and Mitamura (2003) contend that the standard GSS item taps ‘caution’ 
rather than trust. The standard wording they argue has two parts and each part is con-
ceptually distinct. ‘Obviously it is possible for a risk- averse person to feel that people in 
general are trustworthy, but still to be inclined to be careful in dealing with others’ (Miller 
and Mitamura, 2003, pp. 63–4). Reeskens and Hooghe (2008) ask whether the standard 
GSS item can be cross- culturally compared. Like Miller and Mitamura (2003) they dem-
onstrate that the structure of the item is problematic. For example, the item shows high 
variability even among the same respondents (measurement error), the wording is prob-
lematic, and it is not clear to the respondent who the appropriate target (‘other people’) 
might be. In the end they conclude that there is considerable instability in the measure.

Mixed results concerning what is meant by the behavioral and attitudinal measures 
of generalized trust have caught the eye of experimentalists. In a thorough study of the 
tie between attitudinal and behavioral measures of trust, Capra et al. (2008) find that 
there is considerable variability in which attitudinal measures are correlated with which 
behavioral measures. Their results are consistent with those noted above. The usual GSS 
item predicts both trustworthiness and trust in the investment game, if  one controls for 
other- regarding preferences. The attitudinal statement that ‘I am trustworthy’ is negatively 
correlated with reciprocity in the trust game, confirming the old adage of never trusting 
someone who says ‘trust me’. Similar findings are also reported by Fehr (2009). There is 
little consensus about how these attitudinal and behavioral measures fit together.

In the end, measurement problems abound for the study of generalized trust. We have 
every reason to believe that the same may be true for political trust. The concept is com-
plicated and unlikely to be captured by any single measure. Different methods can be used 
to chip away at the concept and different methods will focus on unique dimensions of 
political trust. Laboratory experiments have promise as a useful tool for establishing the 
reliability and validity of measures of key dimensions of political trust.

UNRESOLVED QUESTIONS

We have provided three examples of canonical experiments used to study aspects of politi-
cal trust. Each touches on a different dimension of Norris’s (see also Chapter 2) concept 
of political trust. We argue that trust experiments are particularly useful for isolating 
mechanisms that create political trust. Experiments allow a researcher to control the 
stimulus that a subject is given and to control the subject’s environment. Rigorous control 
comes at a price. It may be difficult to generalize to a broader set of contexts from findings 
uncovered by experiments in a specific lab setting. We do not see this as a problem for 
research using experiments. We advocate using experiments in conjunction with observa-
tional and archival data. No single method has a monopoly on truth. Multiple methods 

M4125-ZMERLI 9781782545101 PRINT.indd   136 07/11/2016   11:56



Political trust in experimental designs  137

force researchers to ask the same question from different perspectives and, in doing so, 
leads to greater confidence in results when the findings converge. From our perspective 
there are three unresolved questions that experiments can shed light on. First, it is impor-
tant to establish the causal relationship between political trust and political institutions. 
The question is whether trust precedes effective institutions or vice versa. The contours of 
this question are now being tackled, as noted by several of the studies mentioned above. 
Here experiments are particularly well suited to establishing the causal relationship.

Second, we are puzzled by the extent to which attitudinal trust items relate to trust 
behaviors in natural settings. The inconsistency in measurement should give both 
 experimenters and observational researchers pause. The concept of  political trust has 
many dimensions and it is likely that few of our ‘workhorse’ measures are sufficient 
to explain all of  them. Experiments can be a useful tool for developing and testing 
measurements.

Third, we do not know the extent to which strong institutions crowd out trust. It may 
be that strong institutions are a substitute for the norms of trust and trustworthiness. If  
so, strong institutions that can successfully monitor and sanction individuals may make 
trust unnecessary. But such institutions may be overly coercive. Instead political trust may 
be critical for placing a check on coercive political institutions.

NOTES

1. A second experiment corrects for threats to inference embedded in the first design, which comingled both 
the expertise and endorsement of the military. Here they use a 2 × 4 factorial design (the details of which the 
reader will be spared). They find, consistent with their first study, that it is not the endorsement alone that 
is necessary, but also the expertise held by the political institution. This leads to the conclusion that trust in 
institutions is shored up by expertise.

2. Such experiments are not confined to the laboratory (see, for example, English, 2012). Buchan et al. (2009) 
use the public goods game to assess whether exposure to globalization leads to greater trust. They use a 
within- subject design to measure contributions not only in groups that include people in their own locality, 
but also in groups that contain other people scattered across the globe. As subjects are increasingly exposed 
to globalization they are more likely to contribute to global public goods.

3. This study is part of a larger project that is designed to explore whether citizens and public officials share 
similar preferences and concerns about natural disasters (Donahue et al., 2014).

4. The public officials included elected officials (mayors, county judges/commissioners, and city council 
members) and appointed civil servants (including city managers, emergency managers, first responders, and 
others involved in city planning).

5. Subjects completed eight different games in total, with one selected randomly for payment. The remaining 
six games are not explicitly relevant to the research discussed here. For example, individuals also completed 
incentivized measures of risk and time preference, as well as charitable giving games and risk- sharing games.

6. Public officials also participated in a version of the first game. They were told they were participating with 
other public officials and they would be matched with another public official.
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