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Preface

There is much concern about recent decreases in trust in institutions 
in the United States, with scholars and pundits wondering what these 
changes mean for the future of American democracy. Although the 
trends are well documented, they are not well understood. In this report, 
we seek to address this gap by analyzing original survey data and imple-
menting a framework that explores respondents’ levels of trust toward 
a variety of government and media institutions and the specific insti-
tutional “components of trustworthiness” that drive institutional trust. 

The report will be most useful to researchers who are interested 
in trust of institutions and to policymakers and other stakeholders who 
are concerned about declining trust and motivated to rebuild it. This 
report presents detailed data and statistical results, highlighting key 
findings and insights in the summary at the beginning of the report, at 
the end of each chapter, and in the concluding chapter. 

The report is one of a series focusing on the topic of Truth Decay, 
defined as the diminishing role that facts and data play in today’s political 
and civil discourse. The original report, Truth Decay: An Initial Explora-
tion of the Diminishing Role of Facts and Analysis in American Public Life, 
by Jennifer Kavanagh and Michael D. Rich, was published in January 
2018 and laid out a research agenda for studying and developing solu-
tions to the Truth Decay challenge. This report is part of that initiative.

Funding

Funding for this research was provided by unrestricted gifts from 
RAND supporters and income from operations.
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Summary

Trust in core institutions—government, media, corporations, the 
military—is central to the functioning of American society. Worry-
ingly, polling data from multiple organizations reveal sizable decreases 
among the American public in trust of such institutions over the past 
two decades. Because of the continuing pandemic in 2020, building 
trust in these same institutions has taken on new importance—to 
ensure that people seek out and heed guidance on how to protect 
themselves and their families. 

Although these trends are well documented, they are not well 
understood. Researchers and policymakers have identified many poten-
tial explanations for the decline in trust among institutions, citing such 
factors as poor institutional performance, individuals’ low regard for 
those running the institutions or dislike of institutional processes and 
outputs, and the need to better distinguish a lack of trust from active 
distrust. However, existing work has not been able to fully disentan-
gle these different explanations, nor does it link these explanations to 
levels of trust. In addition, most research to date has focused either on 
institutional attributes or on individual characteristics associated with 
trust, rarely considering both together. Nor does most existing work 
take into account an individual’s propensity to trust. As a result of 
these gaps, many questions remain, creating an obstacle to rebuilding 
trust in institutions. 

This report contributes to the existing understanding of trust in 
institutions by presenting and implementing a more comprehensive 
approach for assessing institutional trust. 
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One key contribution of this study is the framework we devel-
oped.1 This framework allows us to explore the institutional attributes 
that respondents report as important to their levels of trust—we refer 
to these as components of trustworthiness (e.g., integrity of journalists or 
congressional representatives or accuracy of information provided). Each 
component of trustworthiness consists of one or more specific factors 
simplified to be more accessible and meaningful to respondents. The 
components and corresponding factors are shown in Table S.1. The fac-
tors associated with each component of trustworthiness vary somewhat 
depending on what is relevant or meaningful (or both) for a particular 
institution.

In this analysis, we use survey data from RAND’s American Life 
Panel, a nationally representative panel, to assess the degree of trust or 
distrust in seven key institutions across three categories: government 
(Congress), media (national newspapers, local newspapers, cable televi-
sion news, broadcast television news, and social media), and the mili-
tary. This analysis differs from many previous studies of trust in that 
we explore not only trust but also active distrust. We also used the 
survey to ask about the components of trustworthiness that respon-
dent point to as relevant to their perceptions of trust and to examine 
whether these components vary across types of institutions, by char-
acteristics of individuals, or both. The survey was conducted in April 
2018 and was completed by 1,008 respondents.

The survey was used to explore four central questions:

•	 How much do individuals trust and distrust government and 
media institutions and the military? 

•	 What role do demographic factors and political preferences play 
in individuals’ trust of institutions? 

•	 What institutional attributes influence individual levels of trust?

1 We derived our framework from Roger C. Mayer, James H. Davis, and F. David Schoor-
man, “An Integrative Model of Organizational Trust,” Academy of Management Review, 
Vol. 20, No. 3, 1995; and from D. Harrison McKnight and Norman L. Chervany, “Trust 
and Distrust Definitions: One Bite at a Time,” in Rino Falcone, Munindar Singh, and Yao-
Hua Tan, eds., Trust in Cyber-Societies: Integrating the Human and Artificial Perspectives, 
Berlin and Heidelberg, Germany: Springer, 2001.
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Table S.1

Components of Trustworthiness by Institution

Congress Media Institutions Military

Competence •	 Skills and  
knowledge of 
congressional 
representatives

•	 Skills and  
knowledge of 
reporters and 
journalists

•	 Skills and  
knowledge of  
military  
personnel and 
leaders

•	 Professionalism of 
military  
personnel and 
leaders

Integrity •	 Degree of  
honesty or  
dishonesty of 
congressional 
representatives

•	 Degree of  
honesty of 
reporters and 
journalists

•	 Degree of  
honesty of  
military personnel 
and leaders

Delegation •	 Extent to which 
congressional 
decisions match 
my interests and 
preferences/
opinions

•	 Extent to which 
congressional rep-
resentatives act in 
the interests of the 
nation before their 
own interests

•	 Whether  
information 
matches my 
beliefs

•	 N/A

Performance •	 Assessment or opin-
ion of how much 
Congress has or has 
not accomplished

•	 N/A •	 Effectiveness at 
preventing attack 
on U.S. homeland 
and assets

•	 Size and strength 
of military

Accuracy •	 Assessment or view 
of the  
accuracy of  
information  
provided by 
Congress

•	 Assessment or 
view of the  
accuracy of  
information

•	 Assessment or 
view of the  
accuracy of  
information  
provided

Transparency •	 Assessment or view 
of the  
transparency and 
openness of  
information  
provided by 
Congress

•	 Transparency 
and openness of 
information pro-
vided by media

•	 Transparency and 
openness of infor-
mation provided 
by U.S. military
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•	 Are the drivers of distrust distinct? Put another way, when con-
sidering institutional attributes that are relevant to their attitudes, 
do individuals who express active distrust identify attributes that 
differ from those of other respondents?

Key Findings

A main conclusion of our study is that trust in institutions is complex 
and shaped by many interrelated factors—and, thus, worthy of more 
research. Although our research provides only a first cut at a compli-
cated theoretical concept, it nonetheless offers several insights regard-
ing the drivers of institutional trust and distrust.

Table S.1—Continued

Congress Media Institutions Military

Balance •	 N/A •	 Extent to which 
information  
provided is  
balanced in its 
presentation 

•	 Variety of topics 
covered 

•	 [Social Media only: 
Diversity of sources]

•	 N/A

Efficiency •	 Assessment/view 
of how well  
Congress uses my 
tax dollars

•	 N/A •	 Assessment or 
view of how well 
the U.S. military 
uses my tax  
dollars

Relevance •	 The specific 
issues that 
Congress has 
addressed or 
debated this year

•	 Relevance of  
information

•	 Timeliness of 
Information

•	 N/A

Completeness •	 N/A •	 Completeness of 
information

•	 Extent to which 
information pro-
vided by military is 
comprehensive

NOTE: N/A indicates that this component was not considered for this set of 
institutions.
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Levels of Trust in Institutions Are Generally Low and Many 
Respondents Express Active Distrust

Figure S.1 shows the average level of trust for each of the seven insti-
tutions in our survey. Our scale runs from active distrust (0) to trust 
(10), with the midpoint (5) indicating neither trust nor distrust. Our 
results cast the severe lack of trust pervading key institutions in stark 
terms. A substantial portion of respondents express active distrust in the 
key institutions featured in our analysis. The lowest levels of trust (and 
the most notable expression of distrust) were observed for Congress and 
social media. Also notable is that only two institutions, the military and 
(to a lesser extent) local newspapers, registered a level of trust above the 
midpoint of our scale—and even those two fall far short of having what 
could be termed “high” levels of trust. Trust in the military, though 
somewhat higher than trust in all other institutions, is still not that high 
when we consider that a “5” on our scale indicates neither trust nor dis-
trust. Distrust is greatest for social media (as a provider of news), but 
scores were similar for national newspapers, cable television news, and 
broadcast television news.

Figure S.1
Average Level of Trust Across Institutions

Military

Congress

National newspapers

Local newspapers

Cable television news

Broadcast television news

Social media

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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Levels of Trust Vary Depending on Demographic and Other 
Individual Characteristics 

We found that levels of trust varied depending on individual charac-
teristics. These differences were most notable for media institutions. 
Excluding social media, we found that respondents’ age, employ-
ment status, voting record, and political party identification were 
strongly associated with levels of trust in media institutions. Trust 
in media (excluding cable television news and social media) tended 
to be higher among older respondents and those who were employed. 
Education and racial identification are also related to trust in media: 
Relative to their control groups, individuals with some college educa-
tion reported lower levels of trust in cable television news and broad-
cast television news; Black/African American respondents reported 
lower levels of trust in national newspapers but higher levels of trust 
in news from social media; and Hispanic respondents reported 
higher levels of trust in cable television news, broadcast television 
news, and news from social media. Voters generally reported higher 
levels of trust than did nonvoters in news organizations, particularly 
in national newspapers. Self-identified Democrats tended to report 
higher trust in news organizations than did self-identified political 
independents and self-identified Republicans. Republicans reported 
lower levels of trust in national newspapers than did self-identified 
political independents. 

Several individual characteristics are associated with reported 
levels of trust in the military. We found relatively higher levels of trust 
in the military among 

•	 men (compared with women)
•	 respondents who self-identified as conservative (compared with 

those who self-identified as liberal or more centrist)
•	 voters (compared with nonvoters)
•	 respondents over 50 (compared with those under 50)
•	 respondents who voted for Donald Trump for president (com-

pared with those who voted for other candidates). 

Differences were less apparent for trust in Congress; we found few 
individual characteristics that were statistically significant predictors of 
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trust. This could be because levels of trust are generally low and there is 
little variation or because there are few clear patterns in how individual 
characteristics are associated with levels of trust. 

There Are Both Similarities and Differences Across Institutions in 
the Components of Trustworthiness

We found both differences and similarities in the institutional compo-
nents of trustworthiness that respondents said drove their levels of trust 
and distrust. Five dimensions—competence, integrity, performance, 
accuracy, and relevance of information provided—emerged from our 
analysis as perhaps the key drivers of trust in the institutions that we 
asked about. 

Across institutions, survey respondents reported that perceived 
competence and integrity of individuals within the institutions (e.g., 
representatives, journalists) were key drivers of their trust in institu-
tions themselves. At the same time, we found that, for media institu-
tions and for the military, attributes of the information provided—
especially accuracy and relevance—also appeared to play a large role 
in shaping individual perceptions of trust. For example, in discussing 
social media, respondents pointed primarily to relevance of informa-
tion and to the perceived match between the individual’s beliefs and 
the information provided as components relevant to their perceived 
trust. This is not all that surprising in the case of the media, but it is 
somewhat more unexpected for trust in the military. 

We also found many cross-institution differences in the com-
ponents of trustworthiness. For example, we saw differences across 
media institutions about which information-related characteristics that 
respondents identified as most significant to their individual attitudes 
about trust. Relevance mattered most for national newspapers, cable 
television news, and social media. Accuracy mattered most for local 
newspapers. For social media, people appear to value being able to find 
information that matches their beliefs.

Trust in the military is also unique in many ways. Individuals 
who reported that characteristics of individual soldiers (competence of 
military leaders, integrity of personnel) and of the military as a whole 
(size, strength) were relevant to their trust in the military also tended 
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to have more-positive trust rankings; those who pointed to attributes of 
the information provided by the military (e.g., accuracy and complete-
ness) as central drivers of their feelings of trust tended to have lower 
levels of trust.

The Components of Trustworthiness Vary Across Demographic 
Groups and Other Individual Characteristics 

The picture of trust becomes even more complex when we look more 
closely at drivers of trust across demographic and other individual char-
acteristics. When we add such characteristics as gender, age, education, 
political affiliation, and employment, we find that different groups of 
people cite different components as driving their perceptions of the 
trustworthiness of different institutions.

We found patterns in the components of trustworthiness selected 
as drivers of trust across individual characteristics. For example, non-
White/Caucasian respondents were more likely to point to congruence 
with their own interests when explaining trust in Congress and media 
institutions writ large, perhaps reflecting their long exclusion from 
institutions of power. For women, the opposite pattern emerged. These 
respondents were less likely to choose delegation as a factor relevant to 
their level of trust. When looking at media institutions, they expressed 
more interest in completeness and balance. 

Education level is also an important driver of trust in media. 
Compared with respondents who had high school degree or less, we 
found that those with a college education were more likely to endorse 
the importance of completeness of information and balance of infor-
mation, and less likely to endorse the importance of confirmation of 
beliefs and of diversity of views or integrity. 

When looking at trust in the military, we found survey respon-
dents basically broke into two groups: those who based their trust on 
outward perceptions—size, perceived strength, performance—and 
those who based their assessment on the information the military 
provides, especially its completeness and accuracy. The former group 
featured men, self-identified Republicans, non-White/Caucasian or 
Hispanic respondents, and voters. The latter group featured women, 
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self-identified liberals and centrists, and employed individuals; it also 
registered lower levels of trust in the military overall. 

Notably, although men and women did not show significant dif-
ferences on most dimensions, they did differ markedly on trust in the 
media. For example, women were more likely than men to focus on com-
pleteness of information in assessing the trustworthiness of the media.

Distrust Is Associated with Distinct Components of Trustworthiness

Although our analysis should be taken as a first cut, we did find evi-
dence that “distrust” is conceptually distinct and that the components 
that are relevant to respondents who express distrust are different 
from those that are relevant to other respondents. 

The differences are most extensive and consistent when con-
sidering trust in the media. Specifically, those who report distrust in 
media institutions are more likely to identify accuracy, balance, and 
integrity of reporters and journalists as the components relevant to 
their attitudes; other respondents (those reporting that they trust an 
institution or that they have neither trust nor distrust) identify com-
petence and relevance as deciding factors. Although we found some 
evidence that respondents who express distrust do point to different 
factors than do other respondents, this should be a priority area for 
future research because it can refine our understanding of trust and 
how to measure and study its expressions and changes over time. 
Notably, we also find that respondents who express active distrust are 
different from other respondents in their individual characteristics, 
specifically education (tends to be higher) and political affiliation 
(more likely to identify as Republican).

Limitations and Future Research

The results presented here are a first attempt to understand how com-
ponents of trust are related to trust in key institutions. However, there 
are some limitations to this research that should be considered and 
addressed in future research. 
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First, our research, like much of the research in this area, is cross-
sectional, with only one point in time studied, which means we are not 
able to observe changes over time for our sample. Without a baseline 
for our particular sample, we are not able to say whether trust on our 
scale declined or increased. Future research should repeat this survey 
multiple times and use the results to track changes in trust over time. 

There are also limitations to the scale we used to assess levels of 
trust. We used a single-item measure of trust and distrust. Our results 
could be made more robust by adding multiple measures of trust for a 
given institution and by using other established scales that would allow 
direct comparison of our results with other recent survey analyses of 
trust. Future versions of this survey should include both of these fea-
tures, perhaps using a longer battery of questions about a smaller number 
of institutions. In addition, a score of “5,” at the center of our scale, indi-
cating no trust or distrust, was a common response, but not one that 
can be interpreted easily. Specifically, although we define “5” as neither 
trust nor distrust, it is possible that respondents use that middle score to 
indicate uncertainty or indifference. Using additional measures of trust 
in future iterations and benchmarking against other established scales 
would assist in an interpretation of the “5” scores, as would clearer direc-
tions or definitions provided to respondents. Future work should also 
delve further into the conceptual differences between expressions of trust 
and distrust to better understand how this distinction can inform our 
understanding of trust in institutions and how to rebuild it. 

Other limitations stem from the fact that our survey was only able 
to assess trust in a limited number of institutions and using a limited 
set of components that contribute to trust (i.e., components of trust-
worthiness). To avoid burdening our respondents, we had to narrow 
our focus. First, in our assessment of trust in government, we consider 
only Congress. Future work should explicitly consider other branches 
of federal government and ask separately about state and local govern-
ment because trust in each is likely distinct in some ways. Similarly, 
we featured a variety of different institutional factors that respondents 
were asked to choose between, but these were broad in nature. Future 
work could build off our findings to ask a much more specific battery 
of questions about each factor—for example, why integrity of represen-
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tatives is associated with trust and what specifically about a given rep-
resentative shapes how respondents see their integrity. Future iterations 
should also use larger sample sizes than we did to get more-robust and 
generalizable results.

Finally, because the components of trust that we asked about 
are defined broadly, and because our analysis only allows us to iden-
tify correlational relationships, our recommendations about possible 
responses to low levels of trust generally point to avenues for future 
research. We are able to draw inferences and postulate new hypotheses. 
These hypotheses could be tested using experiments that would allow 
for more-causal observations and more-actionable recommendations. 
Future work that conducts experiments such as these will be essential 
to deepening our understanding of what shapes and determines trust 
in institutions and what specific actions are likely to be most effective 
in rebuilding trust. 
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Trust in core institutions—government, media, corporations, the 
military—is central to the functioning of American society. But trust 
of many such institutions has declined over the past two decades: 
Data collected by multiple polling organizations and researchers 
from across academic disciplines find sizable decreases in trust of 
institutions across the government, media, and elsewhere.1 As the 
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic continues, building 
trust in these institutions has taken on new importance—to ensure 
that people seek out and heed guidance on how to protect themselves 
and their families. 

Although the trends in trust of institutions are well documented, 
they are not well understood. Trust is a complex and multifaceted con-
cept, especially when applied to institutions. Researchers and policy-
makers have identified many potential explanations for the decline in 
trust among institutions, citing such factors as poor institutional per-
formance, or individuals’ low regard for those running the institutions 
or dislike of institutional processes and outputs.2 Recent research has 
noted that understanding the decline in institutional trust requires an 
assessment of whether this decline has been driven by a lack of trust 
or an active distrust of institutions. For example, Cook and Gronke 
argue that “lack of trust in government cannot be equated with active 

1 Gallup, “Confidence in Institutions,” webpage, undated-a; John Gramlich, “Young Ameri-
cans Are Less Trusting of Other People—and Key Institutions—Than Their Elders,” Pew 
Research Center, August 6, 2019.
2 We review this literature in Chapter Two. 



2    The Drivers of Institutional Trust and Distrust

distrust in government. . . . Compared to the active trust/distrust mea-
sure, the lowest, least trustful category combines together convinced 
cynics and more–open-minded skeptics.”3 

Although the literature has identified a variety of factors that 
might shape trust in institutions, existing work has not been able 
to fully disentangle these different explanations, nor does that work 
link key factors to levels of trust. In addition, most research to date 
has focused on either institutional factors or individual characteris-
tics associated with trust; rarely are both considered together. Nor 
does most existing work take into account individual propensity to 
trust. As a result of these gaps, many open questions remain, such as 
which institutional attributes are strongest in shaping trust and the 
roles that demographic and political preferences play in the trust of 
institutions. These uncertainties create an obstacle to rebuilding trust 
in institutions. 

Focus and Objective of This Report

This report contributes to the base of knowledge about trust in institu-
tions by presenting and implementing a more comprehensive approach 
for assessing institutional trust. We use survey data from the RAND 
Corporation’s American Life Panel (ALP) to assess the degree of trust 
or distrust in seven key institutions divided into three broad categories: 
government (Congress), media (national newspapers, local newspapers, 
cable television news, broadcast television news, social media), and the 
military. The ALP is a nationally representative panel that RAND has 
used since 2006 to track individual attitudes toward a variety of politi-
cal and other issues. We also used the survey to ask respondents about 
which institutional attributes are important to their level of trust—we 
refer to these attributes as the components of trustworthiness—and to 
examine whether these components vary across types of institutions, 

3 Timothy E. Cook and Paul Gronke, “The Skeptical American: Revisiting the Meanings 
of Trust in Government and Confidence in Institutions,” Journal of Politics, Vol. 67, No. 3, 
2005, p. 789.
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by characteristics of individuals, or both. The survey was conducted in 
April 2018 and completed by 1,008 respondents.4 

The survey was used to explore four central questions:

•	 How much do individuals trust and distrust government and 
media institutions and the military? 

•	 What role do demographic and ideological factors play in indi-
viduals’ trust of institutions? 

•	 What institutional attributes (components of trustworthiness) 
influence individual levels of trust?

•	 Are the drivers of distrust distinct? Put another way, when con-
sidering institutional attributes that are relevant to their attitudes, 
do individuals who express active distrust identify attributes that 
differ from those of other respondents?

One key insight from our analyses is just how complex the concept 
of trust is, especially when applied to institutions, such as media and 
the government, that can take on different roles in the lives of respon-
dents. Therefore, we intend for this report to provide a first attempt at 
achieving a better understanding of how individual and institutional 
factors are associated with trust. In the report, we highlight areas in 
need of further study and note limitations in our analysis that might be 
addressed by alternative specifications or research approaches. It is our 
hope that the results of these analyses will provide a new lens through 
which to understand trust in institutions, one that complements and 
builds on existing work on this topic.

This report builds on previous RAND work on Truth Decay, 
which is defined as the diminishing role of facts, data, and analysis in 
political and civil discourse and the policymaking process. In Truth 
Decay: An Initial Exploration of the Diminishing Role of Facts and Anal-
ysis in American Public Life, RAND researchers characterized Truth 
Decay as comprising four trends: 

1.	 increasing disagreement about objective facts and data
2.	 blurring of the line between fact and opinion

4 A full discussion of the methodology is Chapter Three.
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3.	 an increasing relative volume of opinion compared with fact
4.	 declining trust in institutions that used to be looked to as 

sources of objective, factual information.5

That report underscored the threat posed by Truth Decay and 
described a research agenda that could be used to study the challenge 
and identify evidence-based responses. A follow-up report in the series, 
Profiles of News Consumption, explored how respondents use media and 
perceive the reliability—that is, the credibility—of news reporting.6 
That study showed that different individuals get their news in differ-
ent ways and that political affiliation was broadly linked to news con-
sumption behaviors. 

In this report, we expand on prior research by looking at a wider 
variety of institutional types and exploring the role of demographic and 
political preferences in perceptions of institutional trust. The report 
will be most useful to researchers interested in public trust in institu-
tions and to policymakers and other stakeholders who are concerned 
about declining trust and are motivated to rebuild it. This report pres-
ents detailed data and statistical results but highlights key findings and 
insights in the summary at the beginning of the report, at the end of 
each chapter, and in the concluding chapter. 

In the remainder of this introduction, we establish the foun-
dation for this report by defining institutional trust and providing 
a snapshot of the state of institutional trust in the United States, 
describing some of the possible outcomes associated with low and 
decreasing trust in institutions. We conclude by laying out the orga-
nization of this report.

5 Jennifer Kavanagh and Michael D. Rich, Truth Decay: An Initial Exploration of the Dimin-
ishing Role of Facts and Analysis in American Public Life, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Cor-
poration, RR-2314-RC, 2018. 
6 Michael S., Pollard and Jennifer Kavanagh, Profiles of News Consumption: Platform Choices, 
Perceptions of Reliability, and Partisanship, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, 
RR-4212-RC, 2019.
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What Is Institutional Trust?

The concept of trust is a complex one that researchers from across dis-
ciplines have struggled to define clearly and consistently. Such disci-
plines as management science, economics, sociology, political science, 
and psychology each have their own definitions of trust and its many 
components. At its core, the notion of trust implies a “willingness to 
depend on another party . . . with reasonable security [without] control 
over that party.”7 In this context, the other party could be an indi-
vidual, institution, or other entity. In this definition, the term “trust” 
is also generalized, meaning that it exists without reference to a spe-
cific event or situation; rather, it extends across all expected events and 
situations for that specific party. Although this seems straightforward, 
there is nuance in application. For example, an individual proclaiming 
a high level of trust in a political or economic institution is distinct 
in many ways from that individual having high interpersonal trust in 
other individuals. Miller offers a definition of “trust in government,” 
which he conceives as the opposite of political cynicism: “Political trust 
can be thought of as a basic evaluative or affective orientation toward 
the government.”8 

We can use these concepts to describe trust of other political and 
nonpolitical institutions. Trust in banks, for example, is both a state-
ment of orientation toward banks and a statement of a willingness to 
depend on banks to safeguard one’s assets. Other scholars, however, 
consider trust in government to be a proxy for approval of government 

7 D. Harrison McKnight and Norman L. Chervany, “Trust and Distrust Definitions: One 
Bite at a Time,” in Rino Falcone, Munindar Singh, and Yao-Hua Tan, eds., Trust in Cyber-
Societies: Integrating the Human and Artificial Perspectives, Berlin and Heidelberg, Germany: 
Springer, 2001, p. 34.
8 Arthur H. Miller, “Issues and Trust in Government: 1964–1970,” American Political Sci-
ence Review, Vol. 68, No. 3, 1974, p. 952. Also see Donald E. Stokes, “Popular Evaluations of 
Government: An Empirical Assessment,” in Harlan Cleveland and Harold D. Lasswell, eds., 
Ethics and Bigness: Scientific, Academic, Religious, Political and Military, New York: Harper & 
Brothers, 1962, p. 64.
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or for political legitimacy.9 It is less clear how this conception of trust 
generalizes to nonpolitical institutions for which legitimacy is less rel-
evant as an evaluative criteria. 

Although the notion of trust might mean different things in dif-
ferent contexts, past research has found that different types of trust are 
related.10 People who have relatively higher trust in one government insti-
tution might also have trust in other government institutions, and people 
who have higher levels of interpersonal trust might also have higher levels 
of institutional trust. In essence, such people might be more trusting 
across the board while others might be generally less trusting.

One reason that there are many definitions of trust is that trust 
itself can consist of many components. For example, Mayer and col-
leagues distinguish between an individual’s propensity to trust and the 
trustworthiness of the person or institution to be trusted.11 An indi-
vidual’s own characteristics influence his or her propensity to trust 
others; the characteristics of an organization being trusted influence 
its trustworthiness. Mayer and colleagues also distinguish among abil-
ity, benevolence, and integrity as components of trustworthiness that 
influence the level of trust. McKnight and Chervany similarly describe 
how the multidimensional conceptualization of trust can help rec-
oncile the many different definitions of trust and the different ways 

9 Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes in Five Nations, Princ-
eton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1963; Christopher J. Anderson, and Yuliya V. Tverdova,  
“Corruption, Political Allegiances, and Attitudes Toward Government in Contemporary 
Democracies,” American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 47, No. 1, 2003; Eric C. C. Chang 
and Yun-han Chu, “Corruption and Trust: Exceptionalism in Asian Democracies?” Journal of 
Politics, Vol. 68, No. 2, 2006.
10 Cook and Gronke. 2005; Almond and Verba, 1963; Sidney Verba and Norman H. Nie, 
Participation in America: Social Equality and Political Democracy, New York: Harper & Row, 
1972.
11 Roger C. Mayer, James H. Davis, and F. David Schoorman, “An Integrative Model of Orga-
nizational Trust,” Academy of Management Review, Vol. 20, No. 3, 1995. Mayer and colleagues 
define ability as “the group of skills, competencies, and characteristics that enable a party to 
have influence within some specific domain.” They define benevolence as “the extent to which 
a trustee is believed to want to do good to the trustor, aside from an egocentric profit motive.” 
Finally, they note that “relationship between integrity and trust involves the trustor’s percep-
tion that the trustee adheres to a set of principles that the trustor finds acceptable.”
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that people describe and conceptualize trust toward institutions. They 
propose a framework that features competence, predictability, benevo-
lence, and integrity.12 

Another aspect of defining trust involves considering whether 
high levels of trust are best compared with low levels of trust, with 
distrust, or with some other concept. For example, Miller proposes 
cynicism as the opposite of trust.13 More-recent research has replaced 
cynicism with distrust, suggesting that the opposite of political trust 
is not simply a lack of trust or even alienation, but rather an active 
unwillingness to depend on another organization or individual and 
an actively negative “affective orientation.” Cook and Gronke, for 
instance, argue that concern over low trust in institutions is exagger-
ated precisely because of the tendency to conflate the absence of trust 
with the more-active distrust. Other recent work has confirmed that 
distrust is a distinct construct that needs to be studied directly and 
cannot be explored simply by looking at cases in which survey respon-
dents report having “little or no trust.”14 

In this report, we focus on trust in organizations because we are 
primarily interested in comparisons across institutions. We are able to 

12 D. Harrison McKnight and Norman L. Chervany, “What Is Trust? A Conceptual Analy-
sis and an Interdisciplinary Model,” AMCIS 2000 Proceedings, Proceedings of the Americas 
Conference on Information Systems, Long Beach, Calif., August 10–13, 2000, p. 382. They 
define the four terms as follows: 

•	 Competence: “One believes the other person has the ability or power to do for one what 
one needs done.” 

•	 Benevolence: “One believes the other person cares about one and is motivated to act 
in one’s interest.”

•	 Integrity: “One believes the other person makes good faith agreements, tells the truth, 
and fulfills promises.”

•	 Predictability: “One believes the other person’s actions (good or bad) are consistent 
enough that one can forecast them in a given situation.”

13 Miller, 1974.
14 There is continued debate over whether distrust can be considered on a continuum with 
trust or whether it must be considered its own construct. Some argue that is needs its own 
set of questions. This might depend partly on how distrust is defined and operationalized. 
Steven Van De Walle and Frédérique Six, “Trust and Distrust as Distinct Concepts: Why 
Studying Distrust in Institutions Is Important,” Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis: 
Research and Practice, Vol. 16, No. 2, 2014.
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capture an individual’s propensity to trust by jointly estimating models, 
thus taking into account that an individual’s trust might be correlated 
across institutions. To capture the institutional attributes related to 
trust, we developed a set of components of institutional trustworthi-
ness that builds off the factors described in existing literature and vary 
by institution. 

The State of Institutional Trust: A Snapshot

Renewed interest in the study of institutional trust has arisen in the 
wake of a consistently downward trend in levels of trust reported across 
most major institutions—the government, the media, banks, and orga-
nized religion—with only a few exceptions. Data collected over the 
past two decades by Pew Research Center, Gallup, and other organiza-
tions capture these trends and underscore their magnitude. In this sec-
tion, we provide a brief overview of trends in institutional trust. This 
topic is discussed in greater detail in Chapter Two.

Trust in government has been tracked since the 1950s. Figure 1.1 
replicates this trend. Although the percentage of individuals reporting 
that they “trust[ed] the government in Washington” always or most of 
the time reached a peak of 77 percent in 1964, trust neared a low of 
18 percent in March 2019, the most recent poll at the time this report 
was written. Although trust in government has seen similarly low levels 
in the past—the mid 1990s for example—this trend line has been on 
a downward swing since late 2001 (when it reached a high of about 
54 percent). The period since October 2001 represents one of the two 
longest periods of decline across the entire series (the other being the 
period between 1964 and 1980). Even if we consider the 2001 data 
point as inflated by the September 11 terrorist attacks (9/11) of that 
year, the downward trend is still notable and dramatic.15 

15	  Pew Research Center, “Public Trust in Government,” April 11, 2019. It is worth noting 
that this question is also included on the American National Election Study, although the 
ANES in recent years has explored alternative measures of trust that would allow research-
ers to better understand the nuance of individual trust in government and other institutions 
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Data on other institutions expand our understanding of trust. 
The General Social Survey (GSS) and Gallup ask respondents about 
their “level of confidence” in a variety of institutions. Table 1.1 shows 
the change in the percentage of respondents reporting “a great deal” or 
“some confidence” between 1979 and 2018 across a selection of these 
institutions, using the Gallup data, which provide more-recent cover-
age. The table makes clear the extent to which the decline in trust 
has pervaded all institutions with the exception of the military (other 
exceptions, not shown here, include the police and small businesses) 
while also underscoring the especially large decline for government and 
media institutions.

rather than forcing individuals into a set of four or five categories. We deal with issues of 
measurement in more detail in Chapter Two. Data described are moving averages.

Figure 1.1
Percentage of Respondents Trusting “Government in Washington to Do 
What Is Right” All or Most of the Time

SOURCE: Pew Research Center, “Public Trust in Government, 1958–2019,” 2019.
NOTE: Data described are moving averages.
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Other measures of trust similarly show a meaningful decline. For 
example, the Edelman Trust Barometer, which is based on analysis of 
survey responses from individuals who report their levels of trust in dif-
ferent institutions, shows a similar downward trend in trust of key gov-
ernment, corporate, and media institutions.16 Although it is difficult 
to assess the Edelman methodology because of the lack of information 
made publicly available about its process, the analysis is still useful in 

16 Edelman, “2020 Edelman Trust Barometer,” webpage, January 19, 2020.

Table 1.1
Percentage of Respondents Reporting “Great Deal/Quite a Lot” of 
Confidence by U.S. Institution, 1979–2019

Institution 1979 1989 1999 2009 2019

Presidency 52 (1975) 72 (1991) 49 51 38

Congress 34 32 26 17 11

Supreme Court 45 46 49 39 38

Military 54 63 68 82 73

Television news — 46 (1993) 34 23 18

Newspapers 51 39 (1990) 33 25 23

Banksa 60 42 43 22 30

Medical systemb 74 (1977) 34 (1993) 40 36 36

Public schools 53 43 36 38 29

Church or organized 
religion

65 52 58 52 36

SOURCE: Gallup, undated-a. 
NOTE: Except where noted, responses are to Gallup survey question: “Now I am 
going to read you a list of institutions in American society. Please tell me how much 
confidence you, yourself, have in each one—a great deal, quite a lot, some or very 
little?” Gallup has a second survey in which they ask about “trust and confidence” in 
government institutions, but this wording does not exist for other institutions.
a In 1977, the survey employed the wording “medicine” rather than “medical 
system.” 
b In 1979, the survey employed the wording “banks and banking system” rather than 
“banks.”
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confirming the general downward trends across institutions and in com-
paring international trends, which show that the decline in trust is a 
global trend and appears especially severe in the United States.17

Should We Be Concerned About the Decline in 
Institutional Trust?

Past research identifies some possible outcomes associated with low and 
falling trust in institutions. For example, Hetherington and Husser 
argue that “people need to trust the government to support more 
government” and to support government policy ambitions, whether 
focused on social welfare or national security.18 Because people gen-
erally do not have a clear and detailed sense of what the government 
does on a day-to-day basis, they argue, “trust provides people a useful 
decision rule” that is most important when people are asked to make 
some sort of sacrifice or follow a path that might be against their ini-
tial interests.19 Although some degree of skepticism and questioning of 
government statements and actions is a necessary part of democracy, 
when trust falls too low, it might be difficult for the government to 
fulfill its basic responsibilities or to work toward essential policy goals. 
Trust also might affect individual policy preferences and can help over-
come uncertainty that would otherwise undermine individual deci-
sionmaking.20 Trust in government also encourages compliance with 
laws,21 and it can increase the overall stability and perceived legitimacy 

17 Edelman, 2020.
18 Marc J. Hetherington and Jason A. Husser, “How Trust Matters: The Changing Politi-
cal Relevance of Political Trust,” American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 56, No. 2, 2012, 
p. 312.
19 Hetherington and Husser, 2012, p. 313.
20 Darren W. Davis and Brian D. Silver, “Civil Liberties vs. Security: Public Opinion in the 
Context of the Terrorist Attacks on America,” American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 48, 
No. 1, 2004; Marc J. Hetherington, Why Trust Matters: Declining Political Trust and the 
Demise of American Liberalism, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005.
21 John T. Scholz and Mark Lubell, “Trust and Taxpaying: Testing the Heuristic Approach 
to Collective Action,” American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 42, No. 2, 1998.
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of the government.22 Finally, trust can encourage civic participation 
and engagement, the building of social capital, and the community in 
ways that support institutional vitality and efficacy.23 

Low trust in media institutions could also have negative conse-
quences. Ladd notes that “those who distrust the media both resist the 
information they receive from institutional news outlets and increas-
ingly seek out partisan news sources . . . these individuals [rely] more 
on their political predispositions to form beliefs and preferences.”24 In 
the most severe case, individuals who do not trust media institutions 
might reject essential reporting, leaving them underinformed and even 
at risk in cases of emergency.25 In addition, media distrust can exacer-
bate political polarization, especially when partisans on either side of 
the political aisle end up consuming news from outlets that present 
very different types of information.26 

Declining trust can also contribute to a wider set of societal chal-
lenges. As noted previously, RAND’s initial report on Truth Decay 
identifies one of its four characteristic trends to be declining trust in 
institutions that used to be sources of factual information.27 That report 
describes how, as trust declines, individuals not only face uncertainty 
about what is true and what is not but also might struggle to determine 
where to turn for accurate and credible information. Rebuilding trust 
in institutions—or identifying the characteristics required for future 

22 William T. Bianco, Trust: Representatives and Constituents, Ann Arbor, Mich.: University 
of Michigan Press, 1994.
23 Timothy E. Cook and Paul Gronke, The Dimensions of Institutional Trust: How Distinct Is 
Public Confidence in the Media? paper presented at the annual meeting of the Midwest Politi-
cal Science Association, Chicago, Ill., 2001.
24 Jonathan M. Ladd, Why Americans Hate the News Media and How It Matters, Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2012, p. 7.
25 Tien-Tsung Lee, “Why They Don’t Trust the Media: An Examination of Factors Predict-
ing Trust,” American Behavioral Scientist, Vol. 54, No. 1, 2010.
26 Ladd, 2012; Matthew S. Levendusky, “Why Do Partisan Media Polarize Viewers?” Ameri-
can Journal of Political Science, Vol. 57, No. 3, 2013.
27 The report says that declining trust functions alongside three other trends—increas-
ing disagreement about objective facts, blurring of the line between fact and opinion, and 
increasing relative volume of opinion compared with fact.
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institutions to earn and maintain trust—might be one way to counter 
these more-negative effects of Truth Decay. That report proposes that 
learning more about why trust in institutions is declining is essential to 
inform policies and other responses that are able to rebuild that trust.28 

Organization of this Report

The remainder of this report consists of six chapters:

•	 Chapter Two reviews existing literature and survey research about 
institutional trust, exploring what is already known about levels 
of trust and the reasons people do or do not trust government, 
media, and military institutions. 

•	 Chapter Three describes our methods, including the survey and 
our analysis of it. 

•	 Chapters Four, Five, and Six present the results of our analyses for 
government, media, and the military, respectively.

•	 Chapter Seven highlights some key findings and lays out steps for 
future research.

28 Kavanagh and Rich, 2018.
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CHAPTER TWO

What Does the Literature Tell Us About Trust in 
Institutions?

In this chapter, we build on the snapshot of institutional trust provided 
in Chapter One to review existing research and data on this topic. We 
focus on the three types of institutions that are the focus of this study: 
government, media, and the military. 

This chapter provides the foundation for the survey analysis and 
results presented in Chapters Four, Five, and Six. We have organized 
the discussion around key topic areas that were explored in our survey. 
We first consider historical trends in levels of institutional trust, draw-
ing on available data from Gallup, Pew Research Center, and else-
where. We then explore research on the individual characteristics and 
institutional factors that can affect trust in institutions. We conclude 
with a brief review of gaps in the existing literature. 

Trends in Institutional Trust

As noted in Chapter One, trust in most institutions—with the military 
being a notable exception—has declined over time. The literature pro-
vides further evidence of this decline while highlighting a few excep-
tions to the general trend.

Government Institutions 

Past surveys suggest that trust in government can be broken down into 
trust of federal, state, and local government institutions and then further 
decomposed into trust of specific branches of government (e.g., execu-
tive, legislative, judicial). Many surveys, however, ask only about “trust in 
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government” broadly, leaving researchers to divine what each individual 
respondent is thinking about when they hear the word “government.” 

Some research has focused on trust in specific federal institutions—
the Supreme Court, Congress, the executive branch, etc. For example, 
Gallup polls show that the percentage of respondents who reported a 
“great deal” or “fair amount” of trust and confidence in Congress has 
declined, with less than 40 percent reporting this level of trust in recent 
years compared with more than 70 percent in 1972 (Figure 2.1).1 

Compared with the trends for the federal government, trust in 
state and local institutions has been relatively flat over the long term, 
with the level of trust at 63 percent in 1972 and again in 2018 (see 
Figure 2.2).2 However, the percentage of respondents reporting a “great 
deal” or “fair amount” of trust and confidence in state government has 
fluctuated between 51 percent and 80 percent since 1972. 

Attitudes toward local government are even more favorable—and 
markedly stable. Since Gallup polling on this question began in 1972, 
local government has received positive trust from more than 68 per-
cent of the U.S. population in all but two years, with the percentage 
of respondents reporting a “great deal” or “fair amount” of trust and 
confidence in local government fluctuating within a narrow band of 
between 63 and 77 percent (Figure 2.3).

Significantly, historic Gallup polling shows a very different pattern 
for the executive branch; trust for that branch has fluctuated depend-
ing on the administration in power and major world events, such as all-
time lows after Watergate and highs after 9/11 (Figure 2.4). We note, 
however, that, as of September 2018, the  percentage of respondents 
reporting a “great deal” or “fair amount” of trust and confidence in the 
executive branch had fallen to 42 percent, just shy of the all-time low 
reported in 1974 (40 percent).3 

More generally, recent Pew research has documented similar trends 
in comparably favorable attitudes toward local and state governments 

1 Gallup, “Congress and the Public,” webpage, undated-b. 
2 Gallup, “Trust in Government,” webpage, undated-g. 
3 Pew Research Center, “State Governments Viewed Favorably as Federal Rating Hits New 
Low,” April 2013.
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Figure 2.1
Percentage of Respondents Reporting Trust and Confidence in Congress, 
1997–2018
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SOURCE: Gallup, undated-b.
NOTE: Responses to Gallup survey question: “As you know, our federal government is 
made up of three branches: an executive branch, headed by the president; a judicial 
branch, headed by the U.S. Supreme Court; and a legislative branch, made up of the 
U.S. Senate and House of Representatives. How much trust and confidence do you 
have at this time in the legislative branch, consisting of the U.S. Senate and House of 
Representatives—a great deal, a fair amount, not very much or none at all?”
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Figure 2.2
Percentage of Respondents Reporting Trust and Confidence in State 
Government, 1997–2018
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compared with the federal government. Although not synonymous with 
trust per se, it is logical to expect favorable or unfavorable opinions to 
be correlated with feeling of trust or distrust. Pew’s polling on views of 
favorability toward government institutions has shown that U.S. citizens 
typically view their local government slightly more favorably than their 
state government—and that they view both institutions substantially 
more favorably than the federal government. Similarly, although the per-
centages of respondents reporting their overall opinions of their own 
local and state government as either “very favorable” or “mostly favor-
able” remained largely stable in the period studied—that is, they declined 
only marginally from 68 percent to 63 percent and from 66 percent to 
57 percent, respectively, between 1997 and 2013—the trend in respon-

Figure 2.3
Percentage of Respondents Reporting Trust and Confidence in Local 
Government, 1997–2018
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NOTE: Responses to Gallup survey question: “And how much trust and confidence do 
you have in the local governments in the area where you live when it comes to 
handling local problems—a great deal, a fair amount, not very much or none at all?” 
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dents indicating a favorable opinion toward the federal government was 
far more volatile and the decline since 9/11 far more precipitous.4 

Trust in the people who are holding and running for political office 
has also declined (Figure 2.5). A 1997 Gallup poll found that 57 percent 
of people reported that they had either a “great deal” or “fair amount” 
of trust and confidence in the men and women in public life in gen-
eral, including people running for or holding office—a marked decline 
from positive responses consistently registering in the high 60s during 

4 Pew Research Center, 2013.

Figure 2.4
Percentage of Respondents Reporting Trust and Confidence in Executive 
Branch, 1997–2018
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SOURCE: Gallup, “The Presidency,” webpage, undated-f.
NOTE: Responses to Gallup survey question: “As you know, our federal government is 
made up of three branches: an executive branch, headed by the president; a judicial 
branch, headed by the U.S. Supreme Court; and a legislative branch, made up of the 
U.S. Senate and House of Representatives. How much trust and confidence do you 
have at this time in the executive branch headed by the president—a great deal, a 
fair amount, not very much or none at all?” 
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the 1970s. Although the trend fluctuated around 50 to 60 percent until 
about 2008, it fell into the 40-percent range in 2009, reaching a low of 
42 percent in 2016 before rebounding to 55 percent in 2018.5

Of note, individuals express significantly higher levels of approval—
and lower levels of disapproval—for their own representatives than they 
do for Congress overall. For instance, between 1990 and 2014, Gallup 
periodically asked respondents whether they approve of the “way the rep-
resentative from your congressional district is handling his or her job,” 
and approval ratings averaged 56 percent while disapproval ratings aver-
aged just 31  percent. By comparison, when asked the same question 

5 Gallup, undated-g.

Figure 2.5
Percentage of Respondents Reporting Trust and Confidence in the People 
Running for or Holding Office, 1997–2018
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NOTE: Responses to Gallup survey question: “How much trust and confidence do 
have in general in men and women in political life in this country who either hold or 
are running for public office—a great deal, a fair amount, not very much, or none at 
all?” 
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about Congress overall, these percentages were essentially reversed, with 
only 32 percent approving and 60 percent disapproving.6 These patterns 
were consistent over a series of five polls conducted between 1994 and 
2015, which asked respondents to indicate whether they believed their 
member of Congress (versus most members of Congress) was corrupt, 
focused on the needs of constituents rather than special interests, and in 
touch with the values of Americans generally.7 

Media Institutions

Trust in media is perhaps even more complicated to map out than trust 
in government because there are so many different types of media (i.e., 
platforms). A 2018 survey found that about equal numbers of respon-
dents reported using online journalism and broadcast media, with 
24 percent and 23 percent of respondents, respectively, choosing these 
as their primary news platforms. These platforms were closely followed 
by cable television news (16  percent) and social media (16  percent), 
with smaller numbers relying mainly on print, radio, or in-person 
sources. Research by Pew Research Center shows similar trends: Analy-
sis of media trends in 2018 indicated that 44 percent of respondents 
preferred television news, 34 percent preferred online sources, 14 per-
cent radio, and 7 percent print.8 However, it is important to add that 
most people rely on multiple news platforms. For example, a 2019 Pew 
Research Center survey indicated that at least 55 percent of Americans 
get some of their news from social media.9

Over the past two decades, trust in media has varied across plat-
forms and declined across platforms. Table 2.1 summarizes trends in 
trust in television news, newspapers, and social media, according to 

6 Gallup, undated-b.
7 We note, however, that the overall trend in attitudes toward one’s own representative was 
generally negative in these polls. Gallup, undated-b.
8 Amy Mitchell, “Americans Still Prefer Watching to Reading the News—and Mostly Still 
Through Television,” Pew Research Center, December 2018.
9 Elisa Shearer and Elizabeth Grieco, “Americans Are Wary of the Role Social Media Sites 
Play in Delivering the News,” Pew Research Center, October 2019.
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Gallup surveys taken between 1979 and 2019.10 Trust has declined over 
time in each case, with the decline being especially severe for newspa-
pers and relatively less for broadcast television news. It is notable that 
trust in online news started at a low point (21 percent in 1999) and has 
declined further since. Johnson and Kaye note that the perceived cred-
ibility of online sources is not identical across types of sources; instead, 
it appears to be highest for online newspapers and lower for online 
television or radio news.11 It is also worth emphasizing that trust in 
all media platforms is low, and, according to most surveys, no form of 
media is trusted all or most of the time by even one-half of Americans. 

Trust in the people working in news media has also remained low 
over time. According to surveys from Gallup, the percentage of respon-
dents reporting “high” or “very high” trust in the honesty and ethical 
standards of newspaper reporters, for instance, has ranged from a low 
of 16 percent in 2000 to a high of 30 percent in 1981 (Figure 2.6). 
In 2017, only 25  percent of respondents reported “high” or “very 
high” trust in the honesty and ethical standards of newspaper jour-
nalists.12 Trust in television reporters has typically been only margin-

10	 Gallup, undated-a. This refers to the number of people responding “a great deal” or “quite 
a lot” to: “Now I am going to read you a list of institutions in American society. Please tell 
me how much confidence you, yourself, have in each one—a great deal, quite a lot, some or 
very little?”
11	 Thomas J. Johnson and Barbara K. Kaye, “Still Cruising and Believing? An Analysis of 
Online Credibility Across Three Presidential Campaigns,” American Behavioral Scientist, 
Vol. 54, No. 1, 2010.
12 Gallup, “Honesty/Ethics in Professions,” webpage, undated-c.

Table 2.1
Trust and Confidence in Television News, Newspapers, and News on the 
Internet, 1979–2019

Institution* 1979 1989 1999 2009 2019

Television news — 46 (1993) 34 23 18

Newspapers 51 39 (1990) 33 25 23

Online news — — 21 19 (2014) 16 (2017)

SOURCE: Gallup, undated-a.
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ally higher (Figure 2.7). The percentage of people reporting that they 
have a “high” or “very high” level of trust in the honesty and ethical 
standards of television news reporters has fallen steadily over the past 
several decades, from a high of 36 percent in 1981 to a low of 20 per-
cent in 2013. About 23 percent of respondents reported a “high” or 
“very high” level of trust toward the integrity of television reporters in 
2017.13 Similarly, data collected by the GSS show a significant erosion 
of confidence in the people running the press in general. In 1973, for 
instance, only 14 percent of respondents reported that they had “hardly 

13 Gallup, undated-c .

Figure 2.6
Percentage of Respondents Reporting a High or Very High Level of Trust in 
the Honesty and Integrity of Newspaper Reporters, 1981–2017
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SOURCE: Gallup, undated-c.
NOTE: Responses to Gallup survey question: “Please tell me how you would rate the 
honesty and ethical standards of people in these different fields—very high, high, 
average, low or very low? How about . . . newspaper reporters?” 
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any” confidence in the people running the press; that number has risen 
steadily in the decades since, peaking at 50 percent in 2016.14

Trust in the information provided by media institutions tends to 
be markedly higher than trust in the institutions themselves, although 
levels of trust vary across platforms.15 For instance, surveys conducted 

14 Responses to GSS survey question: “I am going to name some institutions in this coun-
try. As far as the people running these institutions are concerned, would you say you have a 
great deal of confidence, only some confidence, or hardly any confidence at all in them? The 
press.” (Respondents were also allowed to use “don’t know” as a response.) For additional 
survey details, see General Social Survey, GSS Data Explorer, “Confidence in the Press,” 
webpage, undated-a.
15 Michael Barthel and Amy Mitchell, Americans’ Attitudes About the News Media Deeply 
Divided Along Partisan Lines, Washington, D.C.: Pew Research Center, 2017, p. 12. 

Figure 2.7
Percentage of Respondents Reporting a High or Very High Level of Trust in 
the Honesty and Integrity of Television Reporters, 1981–2017
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SOURCE:  Gallup, undated-c.
NOTE: Responses to Gallup survey question: “Please tell me how you would rate the 
honesty and ethical standards of people in these different fields—very high, high, 
average, low or very low? How about . . . television reporters?”
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by Pew in 2016 and 2017 found that between 82 percent and 85 per-
cent of respondents reported that they could trust the information 
provided by local news organizations “a lot” or “some” of the time; 
between 72 percent and 77 percent reported the same of national news 
organizations (Table 2.2). In contrast, only 34–35 percent reported the 
same for information received from social media. Similarly, periodic 
Gallup polling conducted between 1985 and 2017 shows a marked 
increase in the share of Americans indicating that they think “news 
organizations’ stories and reports are often inaccurate” (from 34 per-
cent to 60 percent over these decades) and a similar decline in the share 
that think that “news organizations get the facts straight” (from 55 per-
cent to 36 percent).16

Ladd argues that low trust of media in the United States has been 
the norm—and that the second half of the 20th century has been the 
exception.17 He suggests that levels of trust in media today are similar 

16 Gallup, “Media and Use Evaluation,” webpage, undated-d.
17 Ladd, 2012.

Table 2.2
Percentage of Respondents Reporting They Could Trust Information 
Provided by Reporters, 2016–2017

Institution

% Reporting “a Lot” or “Some” 
Trust in Information Received 

from . . .

% Reporting “Not Too Much” 
or “No” Trust in Information 

Received from . . .

2016 2017 2016 2017

Local news 
organizations

82 85 17 14

National news 
organizations

77 72 24 28

Social 
networking 
sites

34 35 65 65

SOURCE: Barthel and Mitchell, 2017. 
NOTE: Responds to Pew Research question: ”How much, if at all, do you trust the 
information you get from…[local news organizations/national news organizations/
social networking sites]?” 
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to trust in media at most points in history prior to the post–World War 
II era. Ladd argues that it was only reduced levels of economic com-
petition and lower levels of political polarization in post–World War 
II America that reduced both the supply and demand for partisan and 
subjective news, allowing the news media to gain public trust. Low 
levels of economic competition and a professionalized cadre of jour-
nalists were able to push for high standards of objectivity. At the same 
time, reduced political polarization shrank the market for the most-
extreme partisan news. Once these two structural factors disappeared, 
Ladd argues, heavily partisan news reemerged, objectivity declined, 
and trust in media began to fall. This argument, then, implies that 
trust in media is directly tied to political affiliation and shaped indi-
rectly by economic trends and the institutional attributes of the news 
industry generally and specific platforms more narrowly.18

Although we do not test Ladd’s argument directly, we will discuss 
the effect of partisanship and the relationship between trust and insti-
tutional components of trustworthiness for the news media, which will 
speak to his theory and provide additional insights. 

The Military

Although many scholars have thoroughly studied trust in the govern-
ment and media, less attention has been paid to trust in the military as 
an institution. The military is an interesting case because of its unique 
trajectory in terms of public trust. Although trust in government and 
the media (and most other institutions) fell between 1971 and 2018, 
trust in the military increased substantially—and has maintained 
this level or even increased over time. In part, this increase reflects a 
rebound following a substantial crisis in trust in the military following 
Vietnam and the revelations of the Pentagon Papers.19 However, since 
this rebound, the military had been able to maintain a high level of 
trust for a sustained period, even as other institutions have experienced 
large decreases in trust. We find this worth additional attention. 

18 Ladd, 2012.
19 David C. King and Zachary Karabell, The Generation of Trust: Public Confidence in the US 
Military Since Vietnam, Washington, D.C.: American Enterprise Institute, 2003.
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Data from Gallup and the GSS portray the high and rising levels 
of trust that Americans hold for the U.S. military. Figure 2.8 shows 
the percentage of respondents reporting that they have “a great deal” 
or “quite a lot” of confidence in the military in Gallup surveys since 
the mid-1970s. After reaching a low of 50 percent in 1981, this trend 
has risen steadily. Peak values of 85 percent in 1991 and 82 percent 
in 2003 and 2009, respectively, correspond to periods during which 
the public saw evidence of U.S. military strength in the Gulf War, the 
early success of Operation Iraqi Freedom, and apparent success in the 
later stages of the campaign in Iraq. In 2018, 74 percent of respondents 
reported that they had a great deal or quite a lot of trust in the military. 
Data from the GSS show the same basic trend. 

Trust in the people running the military has also increased over time, 
as seen in responses to the GSS survey. In 1973, following the withdrawal 
of U.S. forces from the war in Vietnam, only 32 percent of respondents 
reported that they had a great deal of trust in the people running the 
military. Similar to Gallup trends, this number hit lows in the upper 20s 
between 1978 and 1982 and highs of 61 percent and 58 percent in 1991 
and 2004, respectively.20 In 2018, about 60 percent reported a great deal 
of confidence in the people running the U.S. military.21 

Factors That Influence Trust in Institutions

In the previous section, we saw that, although trust in government and 
media institutions is low and shows a longtime pattern of decline, trust 
in the military has remained relatively high and continues to increase. 
At the same time, there is variation in each of these trends. For example, 

20 Responses to GSS survey question: “I am going to name some institutions in this country. 
As far as the people running these institutions are concerned, would you say you have a great 
deal of confidence, only some confidence, or hardly any confidence at all in them? The mili-
tary.” (Respondents were also allowed to answer “don’t know” as a response.) General Social 
Survey, GSS Data Explorer, “Confidence in Military,” webpage, undated-b.
21 It is worth noting that different levels of trust across surveys likely reflect different sam-
ples, questions, and methods. What is most relevant for our analysis is an assessment of 
trends over time within each time series. 
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Figure 2.8
Percentage of Respondents Reporting Confidence in the Military, 1975–2018

SOURCE: Gallup, “Military and National Defense,” webpage, undated-e.
NOTE: Responses to Gallup survey question: “Now I am going to read you a list of institutions in American society. Please tell me how 
much confidence you, yourself, have in each one—a great deal, quite a lot, some, or very little? The military.” (Respondents were also 
allowed to answer “none” as a response.) 
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trust in state and local government or in an individual’s own congressio-
nal representative tend to be higher than trust in the federal government 
(particularly the executive branch) or in Congress in general, respec-
tively. Trust in the media is generally low, but varies by media platform. 
Furthermore, trust in the information provided by local news media is 
higher than trust in the institutions themselves. And, although trust in 
the military as a whole is generally high, this was not always the case, as 
seen in the low levels of trust in the military following the Vietnam War.

One of the goals of our study was to gain a better understanding 
of the reasons for such variation in trends. Existing literature tends to 
explain differences in levels of trust by focusing on two types of factors: 
individual characteristics and institutional attributes.

Individual Characteristics 

The literature identifies several sets of individual characteristics—such 
as demographic characteristics, political affiliation, and an individual’s 
general propensity to trust—that might influence trust in institutions.

Government Institutions

The literature identifies several demographic characteristics that might 
influence an individual’s propensity to trust government (across levels). 
These include gender (women are more trusting), education (more-
educated people are more trusting), religiosity (people who attend reli-
gious services more frequently are more trusting), and socioeconomic 
status (wealthier people are more trusting).22 Economic well-being 
and perceived economic well-being appear to be especially important. 
Wroe finds that the extent to which individuals feel that their families 
are economically “insecure” is a significant negative predictor of their 
trust in government. Such perceived economic insecurity is a subjective 
assessment made by the individual.23 Race also appears to matter. Stud-
ies have found that, in general, trust in government for Black/African 
Americans is more heavily mediated by political or party affiliation—

22 Cook and Gronke, 2005.
23 Andrew Wroe, “Economic Insecurity and Political Trust in the United States,” American 
Politics Research, Vol. 44, No. 1, 2016.
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specifically, who the president is and who controls the two branches 
of government—than is the case for White/Caucasian Americans. 24 
Wilkes suggests that this might reflect the different experiences of 
Black/African Americans in terms of historical discrimination and bias 
and the association between political affiliation and race (with Black/
African Americans more likely to affiliate with the Democratic Party). 

Political affiliation has been estimated to have a large effect on 
levels of trust in government, but existing research has not not provided 
a clear explanation as to why and how political affiliation shapes trust in 
government. One set of arguments suggests that this relationship is tied 
to partisan policy preferences. In other words, individuals judge gov-
ernments according to policy outcomes, and individuals with different 
ideological viewpoints have different preferences and therefore different 
reactions to the same policies.25 Other arguments have suggested that 
certain political constituencies have become increasingly intolerant of the 
views of the other party. This means that, for some individuals, trust in 
government might depend heavily on which party is in power.26 

Research has also found that some people might simply be more 
trusting than others (that is, they have a higher propensity to trust). 
For instance, Cook and Gronke find that interpersonal trust of govern-
ment is closely linked to a measure of trust or distrust, suggesting that 
an individual’s trust for government might be linked with their trust 
for other institutions in a meaningful way. They also find that reported 
trust in government is highly correlated with trust in Congress, specifi-
cally.27 Emotions other than a propensity to trust might also affect atti-
tudes toward the government. For example, Webster finds that anger, 
both political and nonpolitical, affects trust in government.28

24 Rima Wilkes, “We Trust in Government, Just Not in Yours: Race, Partisanship, and 
Political Trust, 1958–2012,” Social Science Research, Vol. 49, 2015.
25 Miller, 1974.
26 Marc J. Hetherington and Thomas J. Rudolph, Why Washington Won’t Work: Polarization, 
Political Trust, and the Governing Crisis, Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago Press, 2015.
27 Cook and Gronke, 2005.
28 Steven W. Webster, “Anger and Declining Trust in Government in the American Elector-
ate,” Political Behavior, Vol. 40, No. 4, 2018.
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Media Institutions

Many of the individual characteristics that shape respondents’ trust in 
government also shape trust in media. Such demographic character-
istics as age, gender, income and education have all been found to be 
associated with individual trust of media institutions.29 In the aggre-
gate, Cook and Gronke find that trust in the media is lower among 
those who use it most—those who are older, more educated, and have 
higher incomes. Interestingly, these individuals are generally more 
trusting of other institutions.30 Trends across demographic groups can 
vary: For instance, trust in more-traditional media, such as newspa-
pers, is typically higher among older and more-educated populations; 
social media and online platforms tend to be viewed as more credible 
by women and younger audiences.31

Similar to what we found about trust in government, trust in 
media is also significantly influenced by political affiliation. The rela-
tionship between political affiliation and the media is complicated 
by the fact that media can influence partisanship and polarization. 
A report by Prior suggests that the increasing numbers and types of 
media sources facilitate greater access to information and reduce the 
number of less interested, unaffiliated voters. As more voters become 
more engaged, they can also become more aligned with a given party, 
thus reducing the neutral middle and increasing polarization.32 The 
emergence of more-partisan news outlets might amplify this polariza-
tion by presenting the world in a highly polarized frame and exacerbat-

29 Erik P. Bucy, “Media Credibility Reconsidered: Synergy Effects Between On-Air and 
Online News,” Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, Vol. 80, No. 2, 2003; Guy J. 
Golan, “New Perspectives on Media Credibility Research,” American Behavioral Scientist, 
Vol. 54, No. 2, 2010; Lee, 2010; Michael J. Robinson and Andrew Kohut, “Believability and 
the Press,” Public Opinion Quarterly, Vol. 52, 1998.
30 Cook and Gronke, 2001.
31 Pollard and Kavanagh, 2019; Yariv Tsfati, “Online News Exposure and Trust in the Main-
stream Media: Exploring Possible Associations,” American Behavioral Scientist, Vol. 54, No. 1, 
2010.
32 Markus Prior, Post-Broadcast Democracy: How Media Choice Increases Inequality in Politi-
cal Involvement and Polarizes Elections, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2007.
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ing the partisanship of the most-extreme partisans.33 Polarization and 
the increasingly deep partisan divide might also have effects on trust in 
media. For example, self-identified Republicans and those with more 
conservative political views have consistently been found over the past 
several decades to express less trust of the media than have self-iden-
tified Democrats and those with more-liberal views.34 However, many 
Democrats are also skeptical and distrustful of the news media. On 
both sides of the political spectrum, those who do not trust the media 
often claim that it is biased in one direction or the other. (Studies seek-
ing to empirically measure such biases have mixed results, but even 
those that do detect a bias assert that it is small).35 

Also similar to our findings about trust in government, individ-
ual trust in media might be correlated across institutions and even with 
generalized propensity to trust. Research indicates statistically signifi-
cant relationships among trust in the media, trust in government, and 
trust in other institutions, offering some statistical support for this type 
of cross-trust correlation.36 The relationship between trust in govern-
ment and trust in media might be particularly important, according to 
Jones, because it might suggest that the level of trust in media can be 
used as an indicator of the level of political malaise.37 Although not dis-
puting that trust in government and trust in media are closely related, 
Cook and Gronke make a strong argument that trust in media is dis-

33 Levendusky, 2013.
34 Lee, 2010.
35 Dave D’Alessio and Mike Allen, “Media Bias in Presidential Elections: A Meta-Analysis,” 
Journal of Communication, Vol. 50, No. 4, 2000; Seth Flaxman, Sharad Goel, and Justin M. 
Rao, “Filter Bubbles, Echo Chambers, and Online News Consumption,” Public Opinion 
Quarterly, Vol. 80, No. 1, 2016; Tim Groeling, “Who’s the Fairest of Them All? An Empiri-
cal Test for Partisan Bias on ABC, CBS, NBC, and Fox News,” Presidential Studies Quar-
terly, Vol. 38, No. 4, 2008.
36 Lee, 2010.
37 David A. Jones, “Why Americans Don’t Trust the Media: A Preliminary Analysis,” Har-
vard International Journal of Press/Politics, Vol. 9, No. 2, 2004. Political malaise refers to a 
type of disillusionment and alienation from political processes and activities.
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tinct from trust in government and other institutions in key ways—not 
a mere extension of it.38

The Military

Similar to our findings about trust in media and government, not all 
individuals exhibit equal levels of trust in the military. 

As was the case with the other institutions we have discussed, 
demographic characteristics can influence an individual’s propensity 
to trust the military. For example, a 2001 study found that trust in 
the military was lower among Black/African Americans, women, those 
with more education, those who self-identify as having a liberal politi-
cal leaning, those who are younger (Generation X or millennial gen-
eration), and those who place themselves at the center of the political 
spectrum (compared with the political far right or far left).39 

A 2018 study suggested that political affiliation and political 
dynamics play perhaps the largest role in influencing levels of trust in 
the military. The study finds that, although trust in the military has 
increased across the board and among both self-identified Democrats 
and Republicans, the increase has been especially great among Repub-
licans, making party affiliation one of the best predictors of trust in the 
military. Furthermore, this research finds that trust in the military is 
tied to which party is in the White House, with respondents showing 
higher levels of trust when their own party is in control.40 This suggests 
some links among trust in the military, political affiliation, and trust in 
government.

Institutional Attributes 

Past research has also examined several institutional attributes that can 
influence public trust in those institutions. These attributes tend to 
vary somewhat by institution. 

38 Cook and Gronke, 2001.
39 King and Karabell, 2003.
40 David T. Burbach, “Partisan Dimensions of Confidence in the U.S. Military, 1973–2016,” 
Armed Forces & Society, Vol. 45, No. 2, 2018.
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Government Institutions

Several studies have emphasized the role of government performance 
and perceived or observed output as a driver of trust. Miller, for instance, 
argued that declining trust in the 1960s and 1970s reflected the gov-
ernment’s poor performance, both in terms of inefficiency and general 
dissatisfaction with which policy outcomes were achieved.41 Some mea-
sures, such as a belief that the government is “on the right track,” con-
sistently showed a strong relationship with trust. Citrin made a similar 
argument focused on dissatisfaction with incumbent performance.42 
Other measures of government performance—specifically, perceived 
economic well-being and perceived crime levels—also emerged as con-
sistent predictors of trust in more recent studies.43 Process also seems 
to matter: Research has shown that perceived fairness in terms of the 
distribution of benefits and responsiveness of government to constitu-
ent concerns are positively associated with public trust.44 Trust in state 
and local government also seems related to overall productivity and to 
performance of the government, particularly on economic measures.45 

Other work finds that the capabilities and actions of individual 
political actors can affect trust. One school of thought focuses on 
individuals and specific events. For example, Bowler and Karp argue 

41 Miller, 1974.
42 Jack Citrin, “Comment: The Political Relevance of Trust in Government.” American 
Political Science Review, Vol. 68, No. 3, 1974.
43 Jack Citrin and Donald Philip Green, “Presidential Leadership and the Resurgence of 
Trust in Government,” British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 16, No. 4, 1986; Marc Hether-
ington, “The Political Relevance of Trust,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 92, No. 4, 
1998.
44 Stephen Craig, The Malevolent Leaders, Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1993; Elizabeth 
Theiss-Morse and John R. Hibbing, “The Media’s Role in Public Negativity Toward Con-
gress: Distinguishing Emotional Reactions and Cognitive Evaluations,” American Journal of 
Political Science, Vol. 42, No. 2, 1998.
45 Jeffrey E. Cohen and James D. King, “Relative Unemployment and Gubernatorial Popu-
larity,” Journal of Politics, Vol. 66, No. 4, 2004; Christine A. Kelleher and Jennifer Wolak, 
“Explaining Public Confidence in the Branches of State Government,” Political Research 
Quarterly, Vol. 60, No. 4, 2007.
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that political scandals have lasting effects on trust in government.46 
Similarly, Hollibaugh links trust in government to attitudes toward 
high-ranking political appointees. He finds that the perceived compe-
tence of nominees can have a positive overall effect on trust in govern-
ment, but the opposite is true if the nominee is perceived to have been 
selected for such reasons as favoritism or patronage.47 Keele argues that 
changes in trust following a shift in party control of Congress provide 
additional evidence of the role played by people or authorities in shap-
ing trust in government.48 

Another set of arguments suggest that distrust in government is a 
function and result of the natural checks and balances of democratic 
institutions. Specifically, Warren argues that the very mechanisms that 
allow individuals to monitor and hold their government accountable 
also instill a sense of generalized distrust in those institutions.49 Related 
work finds that mechanisms of direct democracy, such as ballot mea-
sures and propositions, can have a similar effect.50 The basic argument 
here is that when individuals have more information about government 
processes and performance, they have more opportunities to find fault. 

A final set of explanations focuses on the intersection of the indi-
vidual and the institution. For example, Dalton argues that the decline 
in trust reflects the emerging gap between individual expectations and 
what the government is willing and able to provide. He finds that the 
largest decline in trust over recent decades has occurred among those 
with the highest levels of trust and income, and he suggests that the 
decline among these groups is indicative of a mismatch in expecta-

46 Shaun Bowler and Jeffrey A. Karp, “Politicians, Scandals, and Trust in Government,” 
Political Behavior, Vol. 26, No. 3, 2004.
47 Gary E. Hollibaugh, Jr., “Presidential Appointments and Public Trust,” Presidential Stud-
ies Quarterly, Vol. 46, No. 3, 2016.
48 Luke Keele, “The Authorities Really Do Matter: Party Control and Trust in Govern-
ment,” Journal of Politics, Vol. 67, No. 3, 2005.
49 Mark E. Warren, ed., Democracy and Trust, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1999.
50 Joshua J. Dyck, “Initiated Distrust: Direct Democracy and Trust in Government,” Ameri-
can Politics Research, Vol. 37, No. 4, 2009.
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tions.51 This type of explanation suggests that expectations might play 
a large role in shaping trust. 

Recent research by Pew Research Center has identified several 
“building blocks of trust” for government institutions, among them 
competence, honesty, benevolence, empathy, openness, and account-
ability.52 Pew’s findings related to Congress and elected representative 
are relevant to the analysis in this report and are as follows:

•	 About 81 percent of Americans said that members of Congress 
behave unethically (honesty) all of the time or some of the time. 

•	 79 percent of respondents said they felt that members of Congress 
take only a little or no responsibility for their mistakes (account-
ability). 

•	 Only 50 percent of respondents said they felt that members of 
Congress care about “people like me” all or most of the time 
(empathy and benevolence). 

•	 46 percent said they felt that members of Congress provide accu-
rate information (openness) and 47 percent said they felt that law-
makers handle resources appropriately (competence). 

•	 Finally, only 47 percent of respondents said that members of Con-
gress are doing their jobs well (performance).53 

Given the low ratings for elected officials on the building blocks 
of trust, it is unsurprising that trust was rated low at the aggregate level. 

51 Russell J. Dalton, “The Social Transformation of Trust in Government,” International 
Review of Sociology, Vol. 15, No. 1, 2005.
52 For additional information on the sources from which they draw these terms, see Claire 
Gecewicz and Lee Rainie, Why Americans Don’t Fully Trust Many Who Hold Positions of 
Power and Responsibility, Washington, D.C.: Pew Research Center, September 19, 2019. We 
will not reproduce all their citations here but note the overlap with terms already defined in 
Chapter One. 
53 For additional information on the sources from which they draw these terms, see Gece-
wicz and Rainie, 2019.
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Media Institutions

For media institutions, the nature of the medium itself appears to 
affect levels of trust. Research has demonstrated that people use differ-
ent criteria to judge different types of media. For example, Newhagen 
and Nass show that individuals base their level of trust in broadcast 
television news on their perception of individual anchors and reporters 
but judge and trust newspapers more holistically.54 Institutional attri-
butes can also shape trust in online information. Tsfati describes many 
unique characteristics of online news (e.g., its interactivity, boundless-
ness) that might affect an individual’s assessment of online and tra-
ditional media credibility. Specifically, he argues that the differences 
between online and traditional media might erode trust in traditional 
media for those exposed to greater quantities of online information.55 

Even within a given type of media, trust might not be homoge-
nous. For example, research suggests that trust in local newspapers and 
trust in national newspapers might be distinct, with trust in local news 
arising from the more direct interplay between a local newspaper and 
its community. The community might shape the newspaper content, 
and the newspaper in turn might influence individual attitudes in a 
way that builds a mutual and trusting relationship.56 Within-platform 
differences also exist in the case of television. Trust in broadcast tele-
vision news and cable television news are distinct, and there are also 
sizable differences in terms of trust at the outlet level. Unsurprisingly, 
individual trust in specific outlets, such as CNN and Fox News, differ 
across individuals and is shaped largely by such characteristics as politi-
cal knowledge and political attitudes.57 

Although trust in different types of media might depend on dif-
ferent institutional attributes and might be specific to the media plat-

54 John Newhagen and Clifford Nass, “Differential Criteria for Evaluating Credibility of 
Newspapers and TV News,” Journalism Quarterly, Vol. 66, No. 2, 1989.
55 Tsfati, 2010.
56 Charles T. Salmon and Jung-Sook Lee, “Perceptions of Newspaper Fairness: A Structural 
Approach,” Journalism Quarterly, Vol. 60, No. 4, 1983.
57 Natalie Jomini Stroud and Jae Kook Lee, “Perceptions of Cable News Credibility,” Mass 
Communication and Society, Vol. 16, No. 1, 2013.
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form, there is also research suggesting that trust in one form of media 
might be related to trust in others. For example, trust in media gen-
erally appears lowest among those who listen to political talk radio.58 
This relationship might reflect the joint influence of political affili-
ation and the messages that listeners receive from talk radio shows. 
Similarly, exposure to a greater amount of traditional news information 
appears to increase trust in traditional media, but exposure to more 
online news information appears to have the opposite effect.59 These 
findings underscore the extent to which trust in any one institution is 
related to trust in others. 

Recent surveys by the Knight Foundation and Gallup have also 
identified institutional attributes that individuals rank as being impor-
tant to their level of trust in the media and perceptions of its credibil-
ity. Individuals report that accuracy and lack of bias are the two most 
important criteria when judging trust in a media outlet. Other key 
attributes are the media’s commitment to transparency, fact-checking, 
and provision of complete source information. Survey experiments sug-
gest that political affiliation does matter, but results were mixed: Indi-
viduals are less likely to trust outlets that have a partisan leaning other 
than their own, but outlets with a partisan leaning consistent with 
their view do not always receive a big boost in perceived credibility.60 

Pew also recently conducted a survey regarding the “building 
blocks” of trust in journalists and reporters. The 2019 survey found 
that

•	 66 percent of respondents said that journalists behave unethically 
all, most, or some of the time (honesty).

•	 54 percent of respondents said that journalists take responsibil-
ity for their mistakes only a little or none of time (accountability).

•	 53 percent of respondents said that journalists “care about some-
one like me” all, most, or some of the time (empathy).

58 Jones, 2004.
59 Tsfati, 2010.
60 Knight Foundation and Gallup Polling, Indicators of News Media Trust, 2018.
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•	 66  percent of respondents said that journalists report accurate 
information (openness).

•	 68 percent of respondents said that journalists provide news that 
serves the public all, most, or some of the time (competence).61 

Journalists do better than members of Congress on these building 
blocks of trust, and we see this reflected in the relative levels of trust for 
these organizations (trust of media institutions is low but higher than 
trust of Congress), though scores for both are on the low side. Also rel-
evant to the discussion are the results on this same survey for leaders of 
technology companies, such as Twitter and Facebook. For this group, 
77 percent of respondents to the 2019 survey said that tech executives 
behave unethically all, most, or some of the time (honesty); 55 percent 
said that executives take responsibility for their mistakes only a little 
or none of time (accountability); 48 percent said that tech executives 
“care about someone like me” all, most, or some of the time (empathy); 
61 percent said that they report accurate information (openness); and 
83 percent said that tech executives provide products and services that 
enhance people’s lives (competence).62 

The Military

For the military, institutional changes are felt to affect public trust. 
For instance, one study suggests that institutional changes, such as 
the Goldwater-Nichols Act and the shift to an All-Volunteer Force, 
increased the professionalism of the military in visible ways that affected 
public trust.63 Others point to some of these same factors but make a 
different argument, noting that revamps that professionalized the mili-
tary also severed ties between the average person and the military. 

61 For additional information on the sources from which they draw these terms, see Gece-
wicz and Rainie, 2019.
62 For additional information on the sources from which they draw these terms, see Gece-
wicz and Rainie, 2019.
63 Sean McKenney, Public Confidence and the US Military, Carlisle Barracks, Pa.: Army War 
College, 2012. The Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act imple-
mented several overhauls and organizational changes aimed streamlining the military chain 
of command and reducing interservice rivalry.
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Without a draft, fewer Americans have direct knowledge and 
understanding of what the military does. In the absence of direct 
knowledge, individuals have limited information on which to base 
their assessments and instead judge the military by its appearance and 
statements or by an imagined ideal type—which often do not reflect 
the real underlying dynamics of the institution. This might lead to 
more-positive overall assessments than is perhaps warranted (although 
the effect could theoretically work the other way).64 

Other research focuses solely on performance, arguing that trust 
is based on an individual’s assessment of the military’s performance. Of 
course, average people will not have the information needed to compre-
hensively assess military performance, and this will affect their overall 
levels of trust.65 Casting some doubt on the performance argument is 
that overall trust in the military has remained steady, despite setbacks 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, and several scandals involving high-ranking 
military officers.66 

As is the case for previous institutions, Pew asked about building 
blocks of trust in the military. The 2019 survey found that

•	 50 percent of respondents said that military leaders behave uneth-
ically all, most, or some of the time (honesty).

•	 42 percent of respondents said that military leaders take respon-
sibility for their mistakes only a little or none of time (account-
ability).

•	 73 percent of respondents said that military leaders “care about 
someone like me” all, most, or some of the time (empathy).

•	 66 percent of respondents said that military leaders report accu-
rate information (openness).

64 King and Karabell, 2003.
65 Raphael Cohen, “An Effect Rather Than a Cause for Concern: The State of Civil-Military 
Relations in the Trump Administration,” Policy Roundtable: Civil-Military Relations Now 
and Tomorrow, Texas National Security Review, March 27, 2018.
66 Cohen, 2018.
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•	 90 percent of respondents said that military leaders do a good job 
preparing military personnel to protect the country (competence).67 

The most striking difference between these results and those 
related to other institutions concerns competence. A higher percent-
age of respondents perceived the military as highly competent at their 
job than did either Congress or the media. It is possible that this is one 
reason why trust is higher for the military than for other institutions. 

There is another argument to explain the higher levels of trust in 
the military. Trust in such institutions as the media and government 
is likely to become politicized in ways that could lead to its erosion, 
whereas trust in the military is less affected by partisan competition or 
disagreement, creating a buffer that allows that trust to remain high.68 
Although past research has identified many potential explanations for 
the consistent levels of trust in the military, these different hypotheses 
have yet to be disentangled.

Strengths and Weaknesses in Existing Literature

Existing literature on trust in government, media, and the military 
documents the downward trend in trust for government and media 
over the past decades and the increase in trust for the military over 
roughly the same period. The literature identifies both individual char-
acteristics and institutional factors affecting trust in institutions and 
does so through a variety of different methods. This research provides 
insights into the way that people view key actors within the institu-
tional landscape and how they assess factors related to trust. 

However, existing work also has some shortcomings. First, 
although some surveys have asked about respondents’ distrust (rather 
than trust) in institutions, distrust as a concept has not been explored 
in any systematic way. The data and approaches used for analysis in 

67 For full results and additional information on how Pew chose these factors over others, see 
Gecewicz and Rainie, 2019.
68 Cohen, 2018.
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most existing work also have shortcomings. For example, most existing 
scales consider trust on a scale that runs from “none” to “very high.” 
But, as Cook and Gronke argue, a different scale might be needed to 
study the concept of distrust in more depth.

Second, although the literature explores many reasons why indi-
viduals might trust or distrust specific institutions, it is unable to dis-
entangle these mechanisms. This is especially true in the case of public 
trust in the military but also affects the understanding of trust in gov-
ernment and media. Pew Research Center’s surveys on the building 
blocks of trust take significant steps toward filling this gap, but this 
work still does not directly link the building blocks to levels of trust 
and thus cannot say which attributes matter more or less to individual 
assessments of trust. 

Third, most research on trust in institutions (with some excep-
tions) focuses on either individual characteristics or institutional fac-
tors, but rarely are both considered together. This means that assess-
ments of individual characteristics do not always fully account for 
the ways in which attributes of the institutions might drive trust, and 
assessments of institutional factors do not always control for demo-
graphic characteristics that might also shape institutional trust. An 
analytical approach that considers individual and institutional factors 
separately also prevents researchers from exploring how demographic 
groups might differ in terms of the factors they deem most relevant to 
their trust of various institutions. 

How Is This Research Different?

This report makes several contributions to the body of literature 
focused on trust in institutions. First, we use survey data from the ALP 
to assess both the degree of trust and the degree of distrust in seven key 
institutions. Following Cook and Gronke, we use a scale that distin-
guishes trust and distrust. 69

69 Cook and Gronke, 2005.
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Second, similar to recent Pew surveys considering building blocks 
of trust, our research is interested in understanding components of 
trustworthiness. Our research extends the insights of past studies by 
identifying those institutional attributes that are most central to per-
ceptions of institutional trust and then exploring how levels of trust 
vary across types of institutions and by characteristics of the individu-
als expressing their levels of trust. We developed and implemented a 
framework that allows us to explore components of trustworthiness 
or the institutional attributes that respondents report as important to 
their level of trust (e.g., integrity of journalists or congressmembers or 
transparency of the information provided).70

Finally, our modeling approach allows us to understand and con-
trol for interactions in levels of trust across institutions—that is, how 
trust in one institution might be associated with trust in others. Our 
analyses and results underscore how complex trust is as a concept and 
our analysis leaves many remaining uncertainties. However, we are 
able to advance the understanding of what institutional attributes and 
individual demographics shape perceptions of trust, and the insights 
that emerge from this work suggest some possible paths forward for 
efforts to rebuild trust in institutions.

70 For our framework, we draw on Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman, 1995, and on McKnight 
and Chervany, 2000.
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CHAPTER THREE

Methodology and Data

In this chapter, we explain the methods and data used in our 
research. We begin by describing our survey. We then describe our 
approaches, respectively, for measuring trust and distrust and the 
components of trustworthiness. In the final section, we describe 
our approach for conducting empirical analyses to examine the fol-
lowing four factors: 

1.	 the relationship between individual characteristics and trust
2.	 the relationship between components of trustworthiness (insti-

tutional attributes) and trust
3.	 the relationship between individual characteristics and the com-

ponents of trustworthiness
4.	 the distinct institutional attributes associated with distrust. 

Survey of Institutional Trust

We invited 2,000 panel members who had previously participated in 
surveys about the 2016 election to respond to this survey so that we 
could link responses in our survey to information about political party 
and voting behavior. We closed the survey shortly after 1,000 people 
had replied; thus, we had a participation rate of slightly more than 
50 percent by design. Our survey was conducted in April 2018 and 
completed by 1,008 respondents. 
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Our survey contained a separate section for each institution. 
Within each section, the order of questions was the same. Respondents 
were asked about the following: 

1.	 their overall level of trust in an institution
2.	 the institutional attributes that influence their level of trust
3.	 change in the level of trust over the previous year
4.	 institutional attributes that influence the change in level of trust. 

The full text of the survey is in Appendix C.
We focused on seven institutions that can be grouped into three cat-

egories: government institutions (Congress), media institutions (national 
newspapers, local newspapers, cable television news, broadcast television 
news, and social media), and the military.1 We chose these institutions 
for several reasons. First, of all institutions, government and media have 
experienced some of the sharpest drops in trust, making them central to 
the study of institutional trust more generally. Within these two sectors, 
we had to further select individual institutions. 

Our survey uses the ALP, a nationally representative panel that 
RAND has used since 2006 to track individual attitudes toward a vari-
ety of political and other issues. Panel members are recruited to the 
ALP using probability-based sampling methods (such as address-based 
sampling and random-digit dialing). Panel members agree to respond 
to regular online surveys, typically two to three per month. To ensure 
the representativeness of the panel, individuals who did not previously 
have access to the internet are provided with a netbook computer and 
internet access. Information about demographic characteristics is col-
lected in a separate survey that can be merged with any ALP survey.2

1 We also conducted analyses on an eighth institution—state and local government—but 
decided not to present those results for reasons we explain in the next subsection. These 
results are available on request from the authors.
2 Additional information about the ALP is available on its website. RAND Corporation, 
RAND American Life Panel, “Welcome to the ALP Data Pages,” undated.
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Selecting Institutions

For government, we chose to reference Congress rather than government 
generally or the executive branch for several reasons. First, recent Pew 
surveys emphasize that respondents react differently to questions about 
trust in Congress and trust in government writ large.3 Second, we were 
concerned that reported trust in government institutions, especially at 
the federal level, would be overwhelmed by partisanship, particularly in 
the polarized political climate. Our concern was greatest regarding the 
executive branch; past research suggests that trust in the presidency is 
highly influenced by individual political affiliation.4 We chose to ask 
specifically about Congress in the hope that reported trust, although 
somewhat associated with political affiliation, would be less wholly 
determined by it.5 

For media, we wanted diversity across platforms (e.g., print, tele-
vision, social media); we also wanted to explore differences between the 
national and local levels. This ultimately led to the selection of five dif-
ferent media platforms: national newspapers, local newspapers, cable 
television news, broadcast television news, and social media. 

Finally, we used the military as a comparison. The military is one 
of the few institutions to maintain trust, so we were interested in what 
factors contribute to trust in the military and whether there are insights 
that could inform efforts to rebuild trust in government and media.

3 Gecewicz and Rainie, 2019; Pew Research Center, 2019.
4 Keele, 2005.
5 We also asked questions in the survey regarding state and local government. We chose 
to combine state and local into one category to emphasize the difference between federal 
government on the one hand and government below the federal level on the other. How-
ever, such a choice might be inappropriate and could risk conflating two different kinds or 
manifestations of trust. For example, it is possible that people are more informed than we 
expect about the roles of state and local government. In the end, our results were mixed when 
looking at answers for questions that combined state and local government. We found few 
significant predictors of trust, whether looking at individual characteristics or institutional 
components, and levels of trust were around the midpoint in our scale. We do not provide 
results of this analysis in this report, but they are are available on request.
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We discuss our results for each type of institution separately, but 
within each category we consider characteristics of the individual, institu-
tional components, and the interplay between these two types of factors. 

Measuring Trust

In our survey, we followed Cook and Gronke in using a scale that 
examines both trust and distrust and then considering how different 
individual characteristics and institutional components are associated 
with an individual’s level of trust.6 In the case of Congress we asked:

Attitudes towards various government institutions can range 
from trust to distrust. Using a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 indi-
cates complete trust and 0 indicates complete distrust (so 5 would 
indicate that you neither trust, nor distrust), please indicate your 
level of trust in the United States Congress.

As noted in Chapter One, a growing number of scholars argue 
instead that “no trust” is different from “active distrust” in an institu-
tion. In our scale, the lowest rating (“0”) refers not just to an absence 
of trust, but to complete distrust, suggesting that the respondent views 
the institution as unreliable and regards it with some degree of hostil-
ity. The benefit of using such a scale is that it provides a more complete 

6 Cook and Gronke, 2005. Cook and Gronke asked respondents to rank their level of trust 
on a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 is high distrust and 10 is high trust. In this context, dis-
trust refers not just to the absence of trust, but rather implies that the individual views the 
institution as unreliable and regards it with some degree of hostility. Although there are 
some limitations to using a single-item scale (e.g., one question per institution) to measure 
trust (specifically, its lack of robustness and inability to compare across scales to validate 
and benchmark any one given measure), we did not have the resources in this survey to ask 
multiple questions per institution. The majority of work on trust in institutions also relies 
on single-item scales, although these are usually Likert scales that measure levels of trust 
or agreement with a statement. We follow the language of Cook and Gronke in our survey 
questions and can broadly compare levels of trust and distrust reported in our survey with 
their work. Cook and Gronke also benchmark their scale against other established ones, and 
we are able to make use of that analysis to make broad comparisons. We return to a discus-
sion of limitations of our work in Chapter Seven. 
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picture of individual attitudes toward a given institution and allows us 
to distinguish between alienation and indifference toward an institu-
tion and a more intense suspicion or hostility toward that institution. 

Although the scale measures both trust and distrust, for the sake 
of simplicity we refer to it throughout as the distrust-to-trust scale. In 
the report, we use the terms greater trust or higher level of trust to refer 
to a higher score on our 0-to-10 distrust-to-trust scale, even when the 
responses are in the distrust range. A higher level of trust corresponds 
to a higher score on the distrust-to-trust scale; a lower level of trust cor-
responds to a lower score on the distrust-to-trust scale.

More-traditional trust scales (described in Chapter Two) allow 
respondents to report levels of trust only from no trust to high trust. 
This corresponds to responses of 5 to 10 on our scale. Our scale also 
offers respondents an opportunity to express active distrust, reflected by 
responses of 0 to 4. When we refer to a respondent that reports having no 
trust, we are referencing those respondents who report that they have no 
trust or distrust, which corresponds to the midpoint, or 5 on our scale. 

Figure 3.1 provides an example of how our scale works by show-
ing the average level of trust for each institution in the survey. We find 
greater levels of trust for the military and lower levels of trust for gov-
ernment and media institutions, results that are consistent with those 
of earlier surveys. However, scores in our survey skew more toward the 
distrust side of the scale than did scores in Cook and Gronke.7 Because 
we provide measures of distrust, we also find a more negative picture 
of trust in institutions than do many other surveys. On our scale, all 
institutions except the military and local newspapers are distrusted on 
average, falling below the midpoint level of 5 on our scale. Trust in 
the military (mean = 6.71) is somewhat higher than trust in all other 
institutions, but still not that high when we consider that a 5 on our 
scale indicated neither trust nor distrust.8 Trust in most media institu-

7 Cook and Gronke, 2005.
8 All differences discussed across institutions were statistically significant (p-value < 0.05). Our 
data are categorical but we have more than ten ordered categories, so we can treat them as 
approaching a continuous distribution for the purpose of calculating means. Still, we should be 
careful not to put too much weight on these values. We use these for relative comparisons across 
institutions only, and we refer to the distribution of scores in subsequent chapters.
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tions is higher than trust in Congress, but still falls on the distrust side 
of the scale in most instances. Within traditional media organizations, 
we find that cable television news had the highest levels of distrust and 
local newspapers had a level of trust at just about the midpoint (again, 
5 on our scale). Of all media institutions, social media have the highest 
level of distrust.9 

We also used reported levels of trust and distrust in the survey to 
explore the propensity to trust—that is, whether certain individuals 
are simply more likely than others to report higher levels of trust across 
institutions. We explore this question by looking at two-way correla-
tions in trust scores reported by individuals across the institutions we 
ask about and then considering the overall correlation across the insti-
tutions as a set. 

Table 3.1 shows the correlation matrix of individual trust scores 
across institutions. A few observations are worth mentioning. First, we 
find that there are no meaningful correlations between trust in Con-

9 During the time our survey was fielded, discussion of the role of Facebook and Cambridge 
Analytica in the 2016 presidential election dominated the media, and Mark Zuckerberg 
testified in Congress.

Figure 3.1
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Table 3.1
Correlation Matrix, Propensity to Trust

  Congress
National 

Newspapers
Local 

Newspapers

Cable 
Television 

News

Broadcast 
Television 

News Social Media Military 

Congress 1            

National newspaper 0.17 1          

Local newspaper 0.25 0.57 1        

Cable television news 0.28 0.48 0.37 1      

Broadcast television 
news

0.2 0.75 0.55 0.58 1    

Social media 0.3 0.09 0.16 0.31 0.17 1  

Military 0.17 –0.01 0.18 0.12 0.07 0.04 1
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gress and trust in the other six institutions listed.10 Second, for news 
platforms featured in this analysis, we find moderate cross-institution 
correlation, at least for national and local newspapers and cable tele-
vision news and broadcast television news. This suggests that when 
an individual trusts one media platform, they are more likely to have 
higher trust in other media platforms. Interestingly, however, no insti-
tution has a strong two-way correlation with social media: An individ-
ual who expresses trust in social media is not more likely to also trust 
newspapers or television news. The same is true for trust in the mili-
tary, which does not seem to be meaningfully correlated with trust in 
any other institution. Finally, we consider the correlation across institu-
tions. We calculated the Cronbach’s Alpha, which provides a measure 
of internal consistency across institutions, and found a value of 0.76 
(ranging from 0.70 to 0.79 if individual institutions are dropped). This 
suggests a moderate level of correlation across institutions and provides 
some evidence for a concept of propensity to trust. Some individuals do 
seem more trusting, but our results suggest that this not universal and 
that trust in some institutions might be independently determined.

Measuring Components of Trustworthiness

In addition to levels of trust, we were also interested in understand-
ing which individual characteristics and institutional factors were most 
influential in shaping individuals’ trust in institutions. Here we relied 
on research discussed in Chapters One and Two on the components 
of institutional trust and identified those components of trustworthiness 
(defined as attributes of an institution that can influence trust in that 
institution—e.g., competence of representatives, performance, effi-
ciency) that might be most relevant for the institutions in our analysis. 

We began with the set of attributes identified explicitly in past 
research on institutional trust and then incorporated others using 

10 Trust in Congress is meaningfully correlated with trust in state and local government, 
however. For trust in state and local government, there is also a weak correlation with trust 
in national and local newspapers.
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our reading of other relevant literature and past survey questions.11 
We identified and considered the same components of trustworthi-
ness for each of the three sets of institutions (government, media, 
and military), and then translated each component into one or more 
factors that were simplified to be more accessible and meaningful to 
respondents. For example, competence (a component of trustworthi-
ness) can be understood in terms of skills and knowledge of person-
nel in the institution (factors). 

We used more than one factor for some components. For exam-
ple, the component delegation had two factors when applied to trust in 
government, one focused on the extent to which the representative acts 
in national interests and the other focused on the extent to which the 
representative acts in the respondents’ own interests.12 The identifica-
tion of factors is both theoretically useful for thinking about the dif-
ferent pieces of any respondent’s overall trust in an institution, and for 
our analysis, as we will discuss.

Most components and a majority of the factors apply to all three 
types of institutions. However, we made some institution-specific 
modifications to ensure that the factors we asked about for each insti-
tution were applicable, relevant, and meaningful for that institution 
and to capture the insights from past work and hypotheses made else-
where about what drives trust in institutions. We present additional 
information in subsequent chapters on the specific components used 
for each institution. 

Within the survey, individuals were asked to identify which fac-
tors increased their trust, which decreased it, and which had no effect. 
For each institution, respondents were asked:

What are the primary factors that contribute to your current 
level of trust or distrust in [Institution]? Please select three factors 
(total) and indicate how they affect your level of trust.

11 McKnight and Chervany, 2000, p. 382. Although our selection of components was made 
before Pew Research Center’s work on building blocks of trust (Gecewicz and Rainie, 2019), 
there is a lot of consistency between our approach and theirs. 
12 For media, the delegation component refers to the extent to which information provided 
matches individual beliefs, and it has only one factor.
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Thus, respondents were asked to select the three primary factors 
that contribute to their level of trust or distrust in each institution. 
They did not see the names of the components associated with each 
factor. Those components were used to structure our description of 
factors and our analysis.

Empirical Analyses

In this section, we describe the empirical strategy used for each of these 
four analyses. Additional technical details about the empirical meth-
ods are provided in Appendix B.

Examining the Relationship Between Individual Characteristics and 
Trust

To better understand the relationship between individual demo-
graphic characteristics and trust,13 we estimated linear regression 
models predicting trust in each institution. These models were esti-
mated jointly to allow for the possibility that the trust an individual 
has in one institution is related to the trust they have in other institu-
tions. Our regressions featured standard demographic characteristics: 
age group, gender, employment status, education, race and ethnicity, 
whether respondents reported voting, which presidential candidate 
they voted for in 2016, and political party identification. We used 
linear regression models instead of models for ordered categorical 
responses to facilitate interpretation because the effect of a covari-
ate on trust can be directly interpreted in terms of points, with trust 
measured on an 11-point scale. Linear regression is further justified 
by having a large sample and 11 levels that can be reasonably assumed 
to be numerical and equally spaced.14

13 We focus our analysis on gender, age, political affiliation, voting history, employment, 
education, and race or ethnicity. We do not include other characteristics sometimes used in 
analyses of trust (for example, religiosity) because of limitations of our survey instrument. 
Future work might explicitly include this variable in the analyses. 
14 Ottar Hellevik, “Linear Versus Logistic Regression When the Dependent Variable Is a 
Dichotomy,” Quality & Quantity, Vol. 43, No. 1, 2007; Rebecca Anhang Price, Denise D. 
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We feature several individual characteristics in our analysis: 

•	 We control for gender (women versus the reference category of 
men); previous research has suggested that women are more trust-
ing than men.15 

•	 We allow for differences across age groups (all age groups are 
compared with the reference group of those under age 30); dif-
ferences across age groups might result from differences in expe-
riences across cohorts or from changes in trust that occur over 
time. Previous work also suggests that trust is higher among older 
cohorts.16 

•	 We also control for being employed (compared with those who 
are not working). The comparison group consists of the unem-
ployed and those not in the labor force, such as retirees, students, 
and homemakers. 

•	 Next, we factor in indicators for the level of education: those who 
have a bachelor’s degree or higher (indicated by college) and an 
associate’s degree or incomplete higher education (indicated by 
some college) compared with those who have a high school degree 
or less. Previous research has indicated that education and trust 
are closely linked; individuals with higher education levels exhibit 
lower trust in government.17 

•	 We control for race, using indicators for Hispanic respondents 
and for non-Hispanic Black/African American respondents, in 
comparison with others, which primarily consists of White/Cau-
casian respondents but also Asian respondents and respondents 

Quigley, Melissa A. Bradley, Joan M. Teno, Layla Parast, Marc N. Elliott, Ann C. Haas, 
Brian D. Stucky, Brianne Mingura, and Karl Lorenz, Hospice Experience of Care Survey: 
Development and Field Test, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-657-CMS, 2014.
15 Alan Feingold, “Gender Differences in Personality: A Meta-Analysis,” Psychological Bul-
letin, Vol. 116, No. 3, 1994. 
16 Gramlich, 2019.
17 Dalton, 2005.
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in other groups. Previous literature points to a strong relationship 
between race and trust.18 

The final group of variables relate to political party identification 
and self-reported voting behavior. 

•	 The variable “voted” is an indicator variable (takes value of 0 or 
1) indicating whether individuals reported that they voted in the 
2016 presidential election. In our analysis, we distinguish between 
those who voted for Donald Trump for president (with an indi-
cator variable “Voted Trump” taking a value of 1 for those who 
voted for Trump and 0 otherwise) and those who voted for Hillary 
Clinton or another candidate (these individuals would be coded 
with a 1 for “voted” and a 0 for “Voted Trump”). We focus on 
Trump voters primarily to facilitate the testing of several specific 
hypotheses. First, past research has suggested that trust in govern-
ment is higher among those who support the party or candidate in 
power, and thus might feel their voices are more clearly represent-
ed.19 Second, past studies have demonstrated that those who affili-
ate more closely with the Republican Party or the conservative side 
of the political spectrum are more likely to have lower levels of trust 
in the media.20 Although Trump voters are not strictly Republicans 
and not all Republicans voted for Trump, this hypothesis is still rel-
evant because he was the Republican Party nominee for president. 

•	 We also control for party identification. Respondents were asked: 

Thinking about politics these days, how would you describe your 
political viewpoint? Generally speaking, do you think of yourself 
as a . . . ?

1.	 Democrat
2.	Republican
3.	 Independent

18 Sandra Susan Smith, “Race and Trust,” Annual Review of Sociology, Vol. 36, 2010.
19 Wilkes, 2015.
20 Lee, 2010.
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4.	Other
5.	Not sure

Respondents were then coded as Republican, Democrat, or  
independent/other (the omitted category). Finally, we allowed for inter-
action between political party identification and voting behavior; this 
allowed for the possibility that trust might differ among Democrats 
who crossed party lines to vote for Trump or Republicans who chose 
not to vote for their party’s candidate. 

Examining the Relationship Between Institutional Attributes and 
Levels of Trust

We aimed to understand how institutional attributes or components of 
trustworthiness are associated with trust. We defined 11 components 
of trustworthiness, and these form the covariates in our analysis, which 
focused on understanding those components most closely associated 
with levels of trust. For example, delegation for government institutions 
features a factor focused on the match of the institution’s decisions and 
the respondent’s personal preferences and a factor focused on a match 
between the institution’s decisions and national interests. 

We explored the relationship between components of trustwor-
thiness and trust. We calculated the percentage of factors related to 
each component that were identified as important by each person 
across institutions. In these analyses, we took into account the fact 
that trust in an institution might be influenced by components 
endorsed for that institution and for other institutions. For example, 
individuals who consistently select honesty as an important factor for 
influencing their trust across institutions might have lower trust in 
social media. 

We then fit a regression model to explain the level of trust in each 
institution as a function of the assessment of components of trustwor-
thiness related to that institution and as a function of the assessment 
of components of trustworthiness related to other institutions. We 
controlled for individual characteristics in these models. The model 
of trust in Congress uses the individual’s assessment of factors (and 
their related components) specifically for Congress and then an assess-
ment of factors (and related components) across all other institutions. 
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This allowed us to assess how viewing congressional integrity is associ-
ated with trust in Congress and how viewing integrity more generally 
(as applied to other institutions) is associated with trust in Congress. 
These results allow us to better understand how the characteristics of 
institutions endorsed by respondents influence the overall level of trust 
and captures the interdependence of trust across institutions.

Examining the Relationship Between Individual Characteristics and 
the Components of Trustworthiness 

Respondents were asked to select three factors that influenced their 
trust in each institution. We used their answers and a regression analy-
sis to explore whether individual characteristics are associated with 
institutional attributes selected as drivers of trust. In other words, we 
were interested in whether different types of people (when grouped 
by gender or age, for example) base their trust assessments on differ-
ent components of trustworthiness. We considered standard individ-
ual characteristics, such as age, gender, employment status, education, 
race and ethnicity, whether respondents reported voting and voting for 
Trump in 2016, and political party identification.21

Examining Distrust

The final question we considered is whether distrust is conceptually 
distinct. That is, when considering institutional attributes that are 
relevant to their attitudes, do individuals who express active distrust 
identify attributes that are different from those of other respondents? 

21 For this analysis, we considered individual components of trust as the dependent variables 
and used the respondent’s individual characteristics as predictors. Because the outcome rep-
resenting selection of a component is binary (taking yes-or-no values), we use a technique 
called logistic regression that explains the probability of selecting a given factor as a function 
of the explanatory variables. As a sensitivity analysis, we also calculated the probability of 
selecting each component as a function of individual characteristics, allowing for a series of 
two-way interaction terms in the regression model for response. We then included the inverse 
of the predicted probabilities of response as weights in the logistic regression models for 
the factor outcomes. Because our overall conclusions are consistent across the weighted and 
unweighted models, we report only the unweighted results. We did not include interaction 
effects in this analysis, but this would be a useful direction for future research. We discuss 
limitations of our method and analysis in Chapter Seven.
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As noted previously, most surveys allow respondents to choose a level 
of trust ranging from no trust to high trust, with various intervals or 
levels between. Our survey was different in that we allowed respon-
dents to choose expressions of active distrust. In this analysis, we 
wanted to determine whether those who expressed active distrust were 
distinct from the rest of the respondents in terms of the components 
they pointed to as relevant to their attitudes and in their individual 
characteristics. We did this by exploring whether the components of 
trustworthiness associated with distrust appear to be similar to those 
identified by respondents reporting levels of trust from no trust to high 
trust (5 to 10 on our scale).22 We expected that if distrust were con-
ceptually distinct, then it would have a different set of drivers. Such a 
finding would highlight the value of using a scale to measure trust that 
assesses both trust and distrust.

In the next three chapters, we will describe the results of our analy-
ses for government institutions, media institutions, and the military.

22 This analysis relies on logistic regressions in which scores of 5 and above (no trust to high 
trust on our scale) are combined into one category and all scores below 5 into a second cat-
egory. The models include all relevant institutional components (both direct and indirect, as 
previously described) and all individual characteristics, and they predict which components 
or characteristics are associated with an increased likelihood that an individual is in the more 
trusting group (with scores of 5 and above).
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CHAPTER FOUR

Congress 

In this chapter, we present survey results on trust in Congress. We 
discuss the rationale behind our decision to focus on Congress in 
Chapter Three. 

We start with a discussion of descriptive statistics and levels of 
trust. We then consider findings relevant to each of the four areas cov-
ered in our research questions: individual characteristics that affect 
levels of trust, institutional components that affect levels of trust, 
differences across individual groups in the institutional components 
selected, and the reported drivers of distrust specifically. 

Levels of Trust

As noted in Chapter Three, the average score on the distrust-to-trust 
scale is lower for Congress than most other institutions considered 
in this report: 3.65, which is below the midpoint. Figure 4.1 shows 
the distribution of the reported levels of trust in Congress. We see 
that the majority of respondent scores falls on the distrust side of the 
spectrum (with 62.6 percent distrusting, 19.2 percent neutral, and 
18.4 percent trusting).1

1 Numbers do not sum to 100 percent because of rounding.
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Individual Characteristics and Levels of Trust: Who Trusts 
Congress? 

Next, we show the results of our regressions to determine which indi-
vidual characteristics are associated with higher and lower levels of 
trust in Congress. Figure 4.2 displays the results. We display the full 
set of results here and provide some guidance on how these results can 
be interpreted, but we put the detailed results for Chapters Five and Six 
in Appendix D. 

In Figure 4.2, the y-axis of the graph lists the demographic char-
acteristics used in our model. The x-axis shows the magnitude of the 
coefficient (the size of the effect). Larger positive effects identify char-
acteristics that are associated with higher levels of trust (relative to the 
baseline or reference categories of the characteristics). Negative effects 
identify characteristics associated with lower levels of trust (relative 
to the baseline or reference categories of the characteristics). It is also 
worth noting, however, that although we refer to these relationships as 
effects, our evidence does not allow for causal arguments; instead, we 

Figure 4.1
Distribution of Reported Levels of Trust in Congress

NOTES: n = 1,008. 0 = complete distrust, 10 = complete trust, 5 = neither trust nor 
distrust.
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Figure 4.2
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Respondent Characteristics and the Level of Trust in Congress

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared with 
women), under the age of 30 (compared with older age groups), who are not 
working (compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared 
with more educated), are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did 
not vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather 
than as Democrats or Republicans. “Voted” captures the effect of voting on trust, 
and “Voted Trump” constitutes the additional effect of voting for Trump on trust. 
Except where noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level.
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are identifying associations between individual characteristics or com-
ponents and levels of trust. The actual size of the coefficient or effect is 
identified in the graph by a dot in the middle of a horizontal line. The 
dot is the estimated coefficient or effect. The line represents the confi-
dence interval (the range in which we believe the effect size likely falls). 
We use 95-percent confidence intervals, which means that we can be 
95 percent sure that the true value of the coefficient or effect lies along 
the horizontal line shown in the figure. 

Figure 4.2 also allows us to say something about the statistical 
significance of the relationship between the indicator and the outcome 
variable (trust). When this line includes zero, then we cannot say that 
the effect is statistically significant—meaning that we do not have 
strong evidence that it is different than zero. If it does not include zero, 
then we can be more certain that we have found a meaningful relation-
ship that is different than zero. We use these graphs throughout the 
report to present our regression results. In general, we use 95-percent 
confidence intervals and focus on those characteristics that meet this 
threshold. In some cases, we also discuss results that are not statisti-
cally significant at the traditional level of 0.05 and provide all point 
estimates and confidence intervals within graphs for completeness, 
following recent recommendations to report all point estimates and 
confidence intervals, not just those that are significant at a traditional 
threshold.2 All individual characteristics were categorical by nature 
except for age, which we treated as categorical to allow for easier com-
parison across characteristics, binning age into discrete categories (for 
example, 30–39).3 As a result, all variables are interpreted relative to a 
reference category defined in the figure notes.

The first observation is that few individual characteristics are 
associated with varying levels of trust in Congress. In other words, 

2 Ronald L. Wasserstein, Allen L. Schirm, and Nicole A. Lazar, “Moving to a World Beyond 
‘p < 0.05,’” The American Statistician, Vol. 73, Supp. 1, 2019.
3 Categorizing means that we lose some information, but it also allows for ease of presenta-
tion of effects. In addition, treating age as continuous makes the assumption that the rela-
tionship between age and the outcome is linear, which it might not be. There could be vari-
ous assumptions made about how age enters the model, and we chose this approach because 
it is commonly used and allows for clearer presentation and communication of results.
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levels of trust are not significantly different for women compared with 
men, for older people compared with younger people, etc. This might 
suggest that individual characteristics are not strongly associated with 
levels of trust in government institutions, but it could also reflect the 
fact that trust in these institutions is low across the board with few dif-
ferentiating factors. 

However, we do find that self-identified Hispanic/Latino respon-
dents appear to have higher levels of trust in Congress. Respondents 
who self-identified as Hispanic/Latino reported scores about 0.7 points 
higher (on the 0–10 scale) than individuals who placed themselves in 
the reference group (not Black/African American or Hispanic/Latino).4  
Political affiliation might also matter to some degree: We find that 
Republicans appear to have higher levels of trust in Congress than 
is the case among Democrats.5 We find no statistically significant dif-
ferences for other demographic or other individual characteristics or for 
political party identification or voting behavior, relative to reference cate-
gories. There are other individual characteristics that come close to tradi-
tional thresholds for statistical significance but ultimately fall short: Two 
such characteristics are education and employment, both in the positive 
direction, but these results are relatively weak and uncertain.

Institutional Components of Trustworthiness: Why Do 
People Trust Congress? 

Next, we consider the institutional components of trustworthiness that 
are associated with trust in Congress, which we defined previously to 
mean such attributes as competence or integrity. As discussed in Chapter 
Three, each component of trustworthiness comprises one or more fac-

4 In other words, for two respondents identical except for race, a Hispanic respondent would 
be expected to report a level of trust about 0.7 points higher on the 10-point scale than a 
non-Hispanic individual. 
5 We test this by fitting a model without the interaction between party and Trump voter 
and perform a test of whether the main effects of Democrat and Republican are equal. The 
p-value is 0.003, which provides evidence against the hypothesis that the effect of Democrat 
is equal to the effect of Republican. 
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tors, which might vary slightly by institution (see Table 3.2). The relevant 
mapping of factors to components for Congress is shown in Table 4.1. 

We asked respondents to select the top three factors that primar-
ily affect their trust or distrust of Congress and to indicate whether a 
given factor increased or decreased their trust. For these analyses, how-
ever, we consider simply whether a given factor was selected, not whether 
it resulted in an increase or a decrease. We do so because we view the 
selection of a factor as an indicator of its importance, and we are most 
interested in which factors are important in explaining trust in a given 
institution. Furthermore, we considered models that separated factors by 
whether they increased or decreased trust, and our results were largely 
similar; combining these effects eases the interpretation of the results.

First, we consider which factors were most commonly selected. 
The most frequently reported components, regardless of whether 

Table 4.1
Components of Trustworthiness Relevant to Government Institutions

Components of Trust Factors

Competence •	 Skills and knowledge of congressional representatives

Integrity •	 Degree of honesty or dishonesty of congressional 
representatives

Delegation •	 Extent to which congressional decisions do or do not 
match my interests and preferences/opinions

•	 Extent to which congressional representatives do or do 
not act in the interests of the nation before their own 
interests

Performance •	 My assessment/opinion of how much Congress has or has 
not accomplished

Accuracy •	 My assessment/view of the accuracy or lack of accuracy 
of information provided by Congress

Transparency •	 My assessment/view of the transparency and openness 
or lack of transparency and openness of information pro-
vided by Congress

Balance •	 N/A

Efficiency •	 My assessment/view of how well or poorly Congress uses 
my tax dollars

Relevance •	 The issues that Congress is or is not debating

Completeness •	 N/A

NOTE: N/A indicates that this component was not considered for this set of institutions.
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they increased or decreased trust, were the perceived integrity and 
honesty of congressional representatives, the extent to which the 
representatives are perceived in the interest of national interest, 
the extent to which the representatives are perceived to act in the 
interest of the individual, and the perceived skills and knowledge 
of the individual of representatives.6 Table 4.2 summarizes these 
findings. 

It is worth noting that all these factors address attributes of repre-
sentatives within Congress rather than characteristics of the institution, 
its processes, or its outcomes. Trust in Congress, then, appears to be 
heavily dependent on attitudes toward elected representatives, and state-
ments of distrust might not reflect wholesale rejection of an institution 
per se but rather rejection of the individuals running that institution.

We also consider the relationship between institutional compo-
nents of trustworthiness and trust using regression analysis, which 
allows us to control for multiple components at the same time. Because 
an individual’s trust in any one institution is likely related to their 
trust in all others,7 each analysis considers components specific to the 
institution in question (which we refer to as a direct effect) and those 

6 The intercorrelations of the components of trust are presented in Appendix A. None sug-
gests significant multicollinearity. 
7 Jennifer L. Glanville and Pamela Paxton, “How Do We Learn to Trust? A Confirmatory 
Tetrad Analysis of the Sources of Generalized Trust,” Social Psychology Quarterly, Vol. 70, 
No. 3, 2007; Kenneth Newton, Dietlind Stolle, and Sonja Zmerli, “Social and Political 

Table 4.2
Top Four Reported Institutional Components of Trustworthiness for 
Congress

Component Relevant Factors for Congress
Percentage 
Reporting

Integrity Degree of honesty or dishonesty of congressional 
representatives

71.6

Delegation Extent to which the representative acts in the interest 
of the nation

53.8

Delegation Extent to which the representative acts in the interest 
of the individual

42.4

Competence Skills and knowledge of representatives 39.8
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same components for all other institutions (which we refer to as an 
indirect effect). For example, an individual who reports that the degree 
of honesty or dishonesty of Congress is important for influencing their 
trust in Congress would receive a 1 for the integrity component, and a 
separate variable would capture an average of the individual’s responses 
about integrity as related to other institutions depending on whether 
they selected that factor for other institutions. We then assess whether 
perceptions about integrity in Congress, integrity more generally, or 
both are associated with higher and lower levels of trust in Congress.

In our analysis, few components appear associated with the 
level of trust in Congress (illustrated in Figure  4.3), suggesting 
that there are few clear patterns that explain levels of trust or dis-
trust in this institution. This might be because there is substantial 
variation across individuals in the components identified as associated 
with levels of trust regarding Congress. 

However, there are some exceptions. Most notably, perceived 
competence seems uniquely important to trust (as reported by 
respondents). Individuals who reported that the competence of con-
gressional representatives influenced their level of trust had trust scores 
that were, on average, 0.8  points higher on the 10-point scale than 
those of other respondents, all else held equal. There are several other 
indirect results that reach traditional levels of statistical significance. 
First, those who identified institutional performance as a compo-
nent that influenced their levels of trust across institutions also 
reported higher levels of trust in Congress (by 0.5 points). Second, 
valuing the completeness of information from across other institutions 
is also associated with higher levels of trust but only at the 10-percent 
significance level. When thinking about which components are asso-
ciated with trust in Congress, then, only evaluations of congressional 
representatives themselves have a direct association; attitudes about the 
importance of institutional performance and transmission of informa-
tion of other institutions matter in an indirect way.

Trust,” in Eric M. Uslaner, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Social and Political Trust, Oxford, 
UK: Oxford University Press, 2018, p. 37. 



Congress    69

Figure 4.3
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Components of Trustworthiness and the Level of Trust in 
Congress

Competence (Congress)

Integrity (Congress)

Delegation (Congress)

Performance (Congress)

Accuracy (Congress)

Transparency (Congress)

Efficiency (Congress)

Relevance (Congress)

Competence (all other)

Integrity (all other)

Delegation (all other)

Performance (all other)

Accuracy (all other)

Transparency (all other)

Efficiency (all other)

Relevance (all other)

Completeness (all other)

Balance (all other)

0.75

–0.36

–0.54

0.23

0.22

0.04

0.12

0.12

–0.08

0.16

0.61

0.46

–0.48

–0.09

–0.34

0.26

0.56

0.14

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men, under the age of 
30, who are not working, have a high school degree or less, are white or Asian, did 
not vote, and self-identify as independents, rather than Democrats or Republicans. 
Except where noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level.

–2 0 2

Effect on level of trust/distrust in Congress



70    The Drivers of Institutional Trust and Distrust

The Role of Individual Characteristics in Assessing Trust in 
Congress: Do the Reported Drivers of Trust Differ Among 
Groups? 

The next question we considered was whether individuals with differ-
ent characteristics point to different factors as driving their assessments 
of trust in Congress. Table 4.3 lays out results of this analysis for Con-
gress (full regression results are in Appendix A). 

There are differences across individual characteristics in terms of 
the factors identified as most important to trust. All differences are 
in comparison with the referent group, identified to be men who are 
under the age of 30, are not working, have a high school degree or 
less, are White/Caucasian or Asian, did not vote, and self-identify as 
politically independent rather than as Democrats or Republicans.8 It 
is important to point out that we are assessing which characteristics 
of government institutions that people see as important to influencing 
their trust (whether that influence is positive or negative).

Gender. In making trust assessments regarding Congress, women 
are less likely than men to consider delegation (as it relates to their own 
interests). They are also more likely than men to consider performance 
in their assessment of trust in Congress.9

Age. Older respondents are more likely than younger respondents 
to consider the performance of Congress in their assessment of trust 
and less likely to consider the transparency and openness of Congress. 

Employment Status. The employed are more likely than non-
workers to consider the transparency and openness of Congress and 
perceived competence of congressional representatives and less likely to 

8 Here and elsewhere in the report, for any given comparison, only one of these character-
istics will be relevant (e.g., men compared with women, respondents who are not working 
compared with employed, political independents compared with Republicans or Democrats).
9 As described in Chapter Three, the component of delegation had two factors, one focused 
on the extent to which the representative appears to act in national interests and the other 
focused on the extent to which the representative appears to act in the respondents’ own 
interests. In this context, we include these as distinct factors because national and self-
interest might not always be aligned, and representatives might vary in the extent to which 
their decisions match national or the respondent’s interests.
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Table 4.3
Summary of Regressions Estimating the Relationship Between Respondent Characteristics and Components of 
Trustworthiness for Congress

Integrity Competence
Delegation

(Self)
Delegation 
(national) Efficiency Transparency Accuracy Performance Relevance

Gender (women 
compared with men)

Age (under 30 
compared with 
older)

Employment status 
(employed compared 
with not)

Education (college 
compared with high 
school or less)

Race (Black/African 
American compared 
with White/
Caucasian or Asian)

Ethnicity (Hispanic 
compared with not)

Voting history (voted 
in 2016 compared 
with did not)

Democrat (compared 
with independent)

Republican 
(compared with 
independent)

NOTES: All results relative to the referent group, identified to be men (compared with women), under the age of 30 (compared with 
older), who are not working (compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared with more education), are White/
Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did not vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather 
than as Democrats or Republicans. Red boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are less likely than the referent group to 
choose this component; green boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are more likely than the referent group to choose 
this component. Except where noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level.
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consider delegation (as it relates to their own interests) in their assess-
ments of trust in Congress. 

Education. Those with a college education are more likely than 
those with a high school education to point to performance and less 
likely to point to perceived competence as drivers of trust in Congress. 

Race and Ethnicity. Black/African American respondents were 
more likely than White/Caucasian and Asian respondents to point to 
the importance of perceived competence, delegation (as it relates to 
their own interests), and integrity, and they were less likely to point to 
delegation (as it relates to national interests), efficiency, and transpar-
ency in determining their level of trust in Congress. 

Hispanic respondents were more likely than non-Hispanic respon-
dents to point to the importance of perceived competence of represen-
tatives and less likely to point to delegation (as it relates to national 
interests) in determining their level of trust in Congress. Hispanic 
respondents were also more likely to point to the importance of delega-
tion (as it relates to their own interests), and less likely to point to accu-
racy and transparency in determining their level of trust in Congress. 

Voting History. Voters are more likely than nonvoters to con-
sider the relevance of the issues being considered by Congress. They are 
more likely to consider delegation (as it relates to national interests) in 
determining their level of trust in Congress and less likely to report the 
importance of perceived competence as a driver of trust in Congress.

Political affiliation. Relative to those who self-identify as politi-
cally independent, those who self-identify as being more closely affiliated 
with the Democratic Party are more likely to point to delegation (as it 
relates to their own interests) in determining their trust in Congress, and 
less likely to point to efficiency in determining their trust in Congress.

We also explored whether self-reported Democrats and Republi-
cans differed in their selections of components. For Congress, we find 
the only significant difference to be on efficiency (p  =  0.009), with 
Republicans being more likely to choose this factor. 

Overall, we find that most of the variation in endorsement of 
components associated with reported trust in Congress is related to 
the importance of delegation and perceived competence of repre-
sentatives. We find that among the top reasons endorsed in Table 4.1, 
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there is little variation across individual characteristics in the endorse-
ment of perceived integrity and skills and knowledge as key compo-
nents in determining the level of trust in government.

Is Distrust in Congress Distinct?

Our final analysis considers whether distrust in Congress appears to 
be conceptually distinct from reported levels of trust that range from 
no trust to high. The purpose of this analysis is to consider empirically 
the argument that active distrust is conceptually distinct from the set 
of attitudes reported in traditional surveys (that capture the no-trust 
to high-trust range). Table 4.4 provides an overview of the results (full 
regressions can be found in Appendix A). These results compare those 
who report a trust score of 5 and above with those who report scores in 
the distrust range below 5. 

We do find notable differences between the group expressing dis-
trust and other respondents. Those with higher levels of education—
some college or a college degree—were more likely to report distrust 
in Congress. Those who reported active distrust were also less likely 
to self-identify as Republican or report Hispanic ethnicity. 

Distrusters of Congress also show some differences in terms 
of the components of trustworthiness that they report as relevant 
to their attitudes. Those who selected perceived integrity as a key 
determinant of trust in Congress were more likely to report distrust. 
In contrast, the remaining group of respondents (those reporting levels 
from no trust to high trust) reported that perceived competence of 
congressional representatives was most central to their level of trust. 
At least when it comes to trust in Congress, then, there is some evi-
dence that distrust is driven by systematically different considerations, 
though it is worth noting that these differences are somewhat limited.  
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Table 4.4
Identifying Reported Drivers of Distrust in Congress

Characteristic/Component Result

Gender (women compared with men)

Employment status (employed compared with not)

Age (under 30 compared with older)

Some college

College degree

Black/African American

Hispanic/Latino

Voted in 2016

Democrat (self-identify)

Republican (self-identify)

Direct components

Competence

Integrity

Delegation

Performance

Accuracy

Transparency

Efficiency

Relevance
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Chapter Summary 

Individual Characteristics and Levels of Trust

Overall, we find that there are few individual characteristics that are 
statistically significant predictors of the level of trust in government. 
This might be because levels of trust are generally low and there is 
little variation or because there are few clear patterns in how individual 
characteristics are associated with levels of trust. 

Institutional Components of Trustworthiness

On the other hand, we do identify institutional components of trust-
worthiness that are significantly associated with levels of trust, specifi-
cally competence, integrity, and delegation. Although there are limits 

Table 4.4—Continued

Characteristic/Component Result

Indirect components

Competence

Integrity

Delegation

Performance

Accuracy

Transparency

Efficiency

Relevance

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared 
with women), under the age of 30 (compared with older), who are not working 
(compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared with more 
education), are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did not 
vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather 
than as Democrats or Republicans. Black boxes indicate that respondents with this 
characteristic are more likely to express active distrust of Congress (scores below 
5). Gray boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are more likely 
to report a level of trust between no trust and high trust (5 and 10 on our scale). 
Except where noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level.
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to conclusions that can be drawn, given the limited number of factors 
found to be statistically significant, one implication of these findings 
is that trust in Congress might be most directly tied to respondent 
assessments of congressional representatives, especially their perceived 
competence. Such assessments might be difficult to change in the short 
term. Of course, elections provide a mechanism through which indi-
viduals can elect representatives that they feel are competent, but that 
does not guarantee a change in their assessment of the competence 
of Congress as a whole. Individuals might continue to question the 
competence of representatives chosen by others—over which they have 
little control. 

Role of Differences in Individual Characteristics in Assessing 
Trustworthiness

There are differences across individual characteristics in the way that 
respondents assess trust in Congress. Employed respondents, older 
respondents, and White/Caucasian respondents (compared with non-
White/Caucasian respondents) are more likely to point to aspects of 
institutional performance or efficiency in their evaluations of trust. 
These might be more easily influenced by institutional policy over-
hauls or process changes that increase institutional efficiency—the 
speed of decisionmaking, the ability to address high-priority issues, 
even the quality of discourse. Women are less likely than men to 
point to delegation as a factor driving their level of trust; non-White/ 
Caucasian respondents are more likely than White/Caucasian respon-
dents to point to delegation as it relates to their own interests and to 
competence in determining their level of trust. 

Examining Distrust

We are able to identify some clear differences between respondents who 
report active distrust and other respondents (who report scores from 5 
to 10 on our scale, corresponding to no trust to high trust). Those with 
higher levels of education—some college or a college degree—are more 
likely to report distrust in Congress; those who self-identify as Repub-
licans are less likely to report distrust. There are also differences in the 
components of trustworthiness identified by those who express active 
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distrust; individuals in this group are more likely to identify perceived 
integrity of representatives as a factor contributing to their attitudes 
toward Congress. In contrast, the remaining group of respondents (those 
reporting no trust to high trust) reported that the perceived competence 
of congressional representatives was most central to their attitudes toward 
Congress. Table 4.5 provides a high-level summary of the key results.

There remains much that we still don’t know about why people do 
or do not trust Congress as an institution. Our analysis failed to find 
strong evidence that individual characteristics drive differences in trust; 
our analysis of components provided some new insights but also contains 
ambiguity. Still, our analysis yields some useful insights that help clarify 
how people think about trust in Congress. Competence and integrity do 
seem to matter (for distrusters), and performance, delegation, and trans-
parency are also relevant, especially for some groups of individuals.

Table 4.5
Summary of Key Results: Trust in Congress

Institution

Average 
Level of 

Trust Who Trusts More? Why Do People Trust?

Congress 3.65 •	 Hispanic respondents
•	 Republicans compared 

with Democrats

•	 Competence of repre-
sentatives (direct)

•	 Performance and trans-
parency (indirect)
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CHAPTER FIVE

Media Institutions

In this chapter, we consider trust in media institutions, using the same 
set of questions and analyses as in Chapter Four. As described in Chap-
ter Three, the survey asked about five types of media: national newspa-
pers, local newspapers, cable television news, broadcast television news, 
and social media.

Levels of Trust

The average levels of trust on our 10-point scale across our five 
media institutions are 5.20 for local newspapers, 4.87 for national 
newspapers, 4.75 for network news, 4.22 for cable television news, 
and 2.91 for news received from social media. Once again, this 
paints a negative picture of trust in the media, one dominated by low 
levels of trust and some distrust—high distrust in the specific case of 
social media. We present the full distributions for reported trust scores 
for each media institution in Appendix D, but we begin here by sum-
marizing some key observations:

•	 For national newspapers, about 22  percent of respondents 
reported high levels of trust (8 or above). Slightly less than 40 per-
cent report some level of distrust. 

•	 For local newspapers, more respondents fell on the trust side of 
the scale (about 40 percent) than the distrust side (26 percent), but 
the trusters were concentrated near the midpoint, in the low-trust 



80    The Drivers of Institutional Trust and Distrust

range. Local newspapers have the highest number of 5 scores, 
suggesting neither trust nor distrust.1 

•	 There is a strong relationship between trust in local newspa-
pers and trust in national newspapers. Specifically, 26 percent of 
respondents reported trust levels of 6 or higher on both scales. 

•	 For cable television news, almost one-half of respondents expressed 
some degree of distrust, and more than 25  percent reported a 
high level of distrust (2 or lower). Broadcast television news fared 
somewhat better: Slightly less than 40  percent of respondents 
ranked it above the 5 midpoint and a similar percentage fell on 
the “distrust” side. 

•	 Distrust is highest for social media, with almost one-half of 
respondents reporting high levels of distrust (2 or below). 

•	 A large number of respondents chose scores at the midpoint across 
media institutions. This does not make the picture of trust in 
media any more positive; a score of 5 might indicate no distrust, 
but it also suggests no trust. 

•	 Also notable is the relatively high percentage of respondents who 
indicated 0 or complete distrust. This underscores the intensity of 
distrust among some portion of the population.

Individual Characteristics and Levels of Trust: Who Trusts 
Media? 

Next, we examine the relationship between trust in media and the 
demographic and other characteristics of our respondents. Some 
characteristics seem consistently associated with levels of trust across 
types of media. Across most sources of news except social media, we 
find that the age of the respondent is associated with level of trust 
(i.e., older respondents report higher levels of trust). An individ-

1 One thing to keep in mind when considering trust in local newspapers is that not all com-
munities have local newspapers and that local newspapers might vary significantly from 
market to market. When respondents report their trust in local newspapers, they might not 
all be thinking of the same types of publications. 
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ual who is 70 or older can be expected to express a level of trust in 
national newspapers that is about 1.2  points higher than someone 
who is under 30. For local newspapers, the difference in trust between 
these age groups is 0.6 points; for cable television news, 1.8 points; 
and for network news, 1.3 points. The employed also tend to have 
higher levels of trust than the unemployed do in the news media, 
excluding cable television news and social media. Education and 
racial or ethnic status also appear to matter regarding trust in 
media. Trust in cable television news and broadcast television news 
is lower among those with some college education than it is among 
those with a high school degree or less. Compared with the refer-
ence group, Black/African American respondents report lower levels 
of trust in national newspapers but higher levels of trust in news 
from social media; Hispanic respondents report higher levels of trust 
in cable television news, broadcast television news, and news from 
social media.

Voting behavior and political affiliation, which matter some-
what less when considering trust in government institutions, are 
particularly important for understanding trust in the news media 
(excluding social media). Voters generally reported higher levels of trust 
than nonvoters in news organizations, particularly national newspa-
pers (1.1 points higher than nonvoters on average), local newspapers 
(0.9 points higher), and broadcast television news (0.59 points higher), 
although the coefficients for other sources of news are not statistically 
significant. Although we find that the level of trust in media is corre-
lated with voting, the direction of the relationship cannot be identified. 
In other words, it might be that having higher levels of trust in media 
contributes to a higher propensity to vote (by providing relevant infor-
mation or impetus), but it could also be that there is something about 
voting that contributes to higher levels of trust in news organizations.2 

2 All of our results are associational and do not imply a causal direction, but it is particularly 
important to keep the associational nature of results in mind here because a causal relation-
ship could exist in either direction. Trust could affect the decision to vote; the decision to 
vote could affect levels of trust. The same is not true with other individual characteristics: 
age might affect trust, but level of trust is not likely to affect a respondent’s age.
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Our analysis suggests that vote choice in the 2016 election 
is also associated with reported trust in the media. The “voted for 
Trump” variable compares the level of trust in the media for those who 
self-identify as politically independent and who voted for Trump with 
those who hold similar a political attitude but did not vote for Trump. 
These coefficients are large in magnitude compared with other variables, 
and this is especially true for national newspapers and broadcast tele-
vision news. Compared with individuals who did not vote for Trump, 
individuals who did reported lower trust in national newspapers (by 
3 full points on the 10-point scale) in local newspapers (1.5 points lower), 
in cable television news (2.5 points lower), and in broadcast television 
news (just under 1 point lower).3 However, trust of social media is not 
lower among Trump voters than among non-Trump voters. 

Considering self-reported political attitudes, those who self-
identified as more closely affiliated with Democrats tended to report 
higher trust in news organizations than those who self-identified as 
politically independent. Those who self-identified as being on the con-
servative, Republican end of the spectrum expressed levels of trust in 
the media that tended not to be statistically significantly different from 
those who self-identified as politically independent. National newspa-
pers pose an exception here: Republicans reported levels of trust 1 point 
lower than political independents. Compared with independents, self-
identified Democrats reported higher levels of trust in national newspa-
pers (0.86), cable television news (0.86), and broadcast television news 
(0.71). Finally, we tested to see whether differences between Republicans 
and Democrats are statistically significant and found that Democrats 
are statistically significantly more likely to have higher levels of trust 
in national newspapers, cable television news, and broadcast television 

3 When considering trust in cable television news, it is worth noting that we did not specify 
a single cable television station; different individuals might think of different cable televi-
sion stations when reporting their levels of trust. For example, we can expect a conservative 
voter who watches Fox News over other channels to report different levels of trust depend-
ing on whether he or she is thinking about Fox News or CNN when responding. The same 
would be true of an individual with more liberal views who prefers CNN or MSNBC to 
other channels. The results here only tell us that those who voted for Trump tend to think of 
cable television news as a less trustworthy source of news, overall, than do other respondents.
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news, but that differences for local newspapers and social media are not 
statistically different than zero.4 We summarize the results in Table 5.1; 
detailed regression results are in Appendix A; and related whisker plots 
are in Appendix D. 

Institutional Components of Trustworthiness: Why Do 
People Trust the Media? 

As we did with government institutions, we asked individuals to iden-
tify the components of trustworthiness most closely associated with 
trust in each media institution. Recall that each component of trust-
worthiness consists of one or more factors. The factors listed for media 
were largely similar to those for government institutions, but there were 
a few variations. Specifically, the media factors tended to focus more 
on information and characteristics of information provided. Table 5.2 
lists the components of trust relevant to media institutions along with 
the corresponding factors.

The most frequently reported components of trustworthiness 
for all media institutions were accuracy of information (ranging from 
69 percent to 80 percent), perceived integrity and honesty of report-
ers or journalists (44 percent to 58 percent), balance of information 
(35 percent to 50 percent), and completeness of information (37 per-
cent to 44 percent) (Figure 5.1). Across media institutions, the com-
ponents that respondents report as having the greatest influence 
on trust relate to the information produced by media institutions, 
although the perceived integrity of journalists also ranks highly. 
Given the nature and purpose of news organizations, it is not surpris-
ing that the characteristics of information provided are key drivers of 
trust in media. With the exception of local newspapers, ranking the 
factors in order from the most common to the fourth most common 
resulted in equal ranking for all institutions (accuracy, integrity, bal-

4 The p-values in the tests of hypotheses that the association of Democrat equals the associa-
tion of Republican on trust in media are 0 (national newspapers), 0.36 (local newspapers), 
0.08 (cable television news), 0.01 (broadcast television news), and 0.47 (social media).
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Table 5.1
Summary of Individual Characteristics Results

National 
Newspapers

Local 
Newspapers

Cable  
Television 

News

Broadcast 
Television 

News
Social 
Media

Republican, voted 
for Trump

Democrat, voted 
for Trump

Republican

Democrat

Voted

Voted for Trump

Hispanic/Latino

Black/African 
American

College

Some college

Employed

70+

60–69

50–59

40–49

30–39

Female

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared 
with women), under the age of 30 (compared with older), who are not working 
(compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared with more 
education), are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did not vote 
(compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather than as 
Democrats or Republicans. “Voted” represents the effect of voting on trust; “Voted 
for Trump” represents the additional effect of voting for Trump relative to voting. 
Red boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are less likely than the 
referent group to choose this component. Green boxes indicate that respondents 
with this characteristic are more likely than the referent group to choose this 
component. Statistical significance is at 0.05 level.
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ance, and completeness). For local newspapers, respondents selected 
completeness over integrity and balance. 

Next, we used regression analysis for a more rigorous exploration 
of the institutional components that are associated with levels of trust. 
(Full regression results are in Appendix A, and whisker plots are in 
Appendix D.) We again consider the importance of a component for 
the given institution and the importance of that component across all 
other institutions. For national newspapers, perceived competence 
of reporters and journalists, relevance of the information provided, 
and accuracy of information (though not at traditional levels of sta-
tistical significance) seem most directly associated with reported 
levels of trust. Respondents who reported that competence of report-
ers is relevant to their trust in national newspapers expressed levels of 
trust in national newspapers 1.3 points higher than others. Similarly, 

Table 5.2
Components of Trustworthiness Relevant to Media Institutions

Component Factors

Competence •	 Skills and knowledge of reporters and journalists

Integrity •	 Degree of honesty or dishonesty of reporters and 
journalists

Delegation 
(Confirmation) 

•	 Whether information matches or does not match my beliefs

Performance •	 N/A

Accuracy •	 My assessment/view of the accuracy or lack of accuracy of 
information

Transparency •	 N/A

Balance •	 Extent to which information provided is or is not balanced 
in its presentation 

•	 Variety of topics covered 
•	 [Social media only] Diversity of sources

Efficiency •	 N/A

Relevance •	 Relevance/irrelevance of information
•	 Timeliness of information

Completeness •	 Completeness/incompleteness of information
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those who selected relevance as being important reported trust scores 
in national newspapers that were 1.7 points higher than those reported 
by others. The factors that are reported to influence trust in other insti-
tutions (other media, the government, the military) were also identified 
by respondents as relevant to trust in national newspapers—those who 
valued integrity across institutions expressed lower levels of trust 
in national newspapers by 1 point. The regressions suggest that 
both characteristics of journalists and characteristics of the infor-
mation are relevant to respondent assessments of trust. 

For local newspapers, we find fewer components that show a sig-
nificant association with levels of trust. The only statistically significant 
coefficient is accuracy of information. Those who reported that accu-
racy of local newspapers is important had levels of trust in local 
newspapers 0.6 points higher than those of other respondents. None 

Figure 5.1
Top Four Components Associated with Trust in Media Institutions
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of the other direct or indirect components assessed appears to have a sta-
tistically significant relationships with trust in local newspapers.

For cable television news, we find that many components are 
significantly related to the level of trust. Perceived competence of 
journalists or reporters, relevance of news coverage, balance, and 
integrity of journalists or reporters are among the statistically 
significant components related to trust in cable television news. 
Those who reported that perceived competence is important registered 
levels of trust in cable television news that were 0.9 points higher than 
those of other respondents. Similarly, relevance is associated with levels 
of trust in cable television news that are 1.2 points higher (although the 
latter is only significant at the 10-percent level). Those who reported 
that balance is important registered levels of trust in cable television 
news that were 1.2 points lower than those of others, and integrity is 
associated with levels of trust that are 0.6 points lower. These results 
could say something about the perceived balance of cable television 
news and integrity of cable television news journalists or reporters. Spe-
cifically, if individuals who value balance and integrity report lower 
levels of trust, this could suggest a perceived lack of these character-
istics on cable television news. Characteristics of other institutions 
are less relevant to trust in this case. In other words, trust in cable 
television news seems to be driven largely by characteristics of cable 
television news specifically, whereas trust for both local and national 
newspapers is shaped by a mix of institution-specific factors and more-
general factors associated with media. As was the case for newspapers, 
the results of the regression for cable television news are largely consis-
tent with the descriptive analyses.

This same general pattern repeats when we consider trust in 
broadcast television news. Specifically, respondents are most likely to 
identify perceived competence of broadcast television news report-
ers and assessed balance of news provided. Respondents who said 
they value competence had 1.7 points higher levels of trust in broadcast 
television news; those who identified balance as a key driver of trust 
reported trust scores 0.9 points lower. Once again, trust in broadcast 
television news is based on a mix of components, notably those related 
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to factors associated with individual reporters and to factors associated 
with the information provided more generally. 

For social media, the components most strongly associated with 
trust appear to be factors related to the information provided by 
social media platforms. The most statistically significant compo-
nents identified by respondents as relevant to their level of trust 
in social media are relevance, accuracy, integrity, and the degree 
to which the information an individual encounters matches his or 
her beliefs (delegation). Those who reported that relevance of social 
media is important to their assessment of trust reported a level of trust 
in social media that was 1.4 points higher than that of those who did 
not; accuracy (of information) and integrity (of social media execu-
tives) were associated with levels of trust in social media that were 0.6 
and 0.5  points lower, respectively, than those of the referent group. 
Put another way, individuals who see accuracy as a key determinant 
of trust in social media tend to have lower trust scores regarding social 
media; those who value relevance have higher trust scores. Delega-
tion (the extent to which views expressed on social media match the 
respondent’s own) falls just short of statistical significance but is in 
the positive direction; delegation also matters at a more general level 
across institutions. Taken together, these elements suggest that those 
who value institutions that match or advance their own perspectives 
and interests have higher trust in social media. Social media is trusted 
most, then, by those to whom social media platforms really cater: those 
who value relevance and, to an extent, those who value having their 
own interests reinforced and advanced. The timeliness (relevance) and 
targeting of information (to match an individual’s beliefs, delegation) 
are both defining features of social media, where updates are available 
immediately and consumers can choose which sources to follow.

Although there are clearly differences across media institutions, 
there are also some key similarities. Attributes of information, such 
as accuracy, relevance, and balance, appear important to levels of 
trust across media institutions, as do characteristics of journalists 
and reporters (specifically, their competence and integrity). Social 
media is both similar and different from other media institutions. 
Integrity is still relevant, but respondents also care about timeliness. 
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This might suggest something about the ways in which social media is 
viewed and used and how those differ from applications of traditional 
media. We summarize these results in Table 5.3.

Table 5.3
Components of Trustworthiness for Media

National 
Newspapers

Local 
Newspapers

Cable  
Television 

News

Broadcast 
Television 

News
Social 
Media

Direct components

Balance

Completeness

Relevance

Accuracy

Delegation

Integrity

Competence

Indirect components

Balance

Completeness

Relevance

Accuracy

Delegation

Integrity

Competence

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared 
with women), under the age of 30 (compared with older), who are not working 
(compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared with more 
education), are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did not 
vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather 
than as Democrats or Republicans. Red boxes indicate that respondents with this 
characteristic are less likely than the referent group to choose this component; green 
boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are more likely than the 
referent group to choose this component. Statistical significance at 0.05 level.
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The Role of Differences in Individual Characteristics in 
Assessing Trust in the Media: Do the Drivers of Trust 
Differ Among Groups?

As in Chapter Four, the next question we asked was whether different 
groups of individuals select different factors as driving their assessments 
of trust in the media. We expected that different groups of people (e.g., 
women, different racial or ethnic groups, or older cohorts) might be 
systematically different in their selection of the institutional factors 
that they deem most important to their level of trust in the media. We 
also expected to find some systematic differences across platforms rel-
evant to trust, as has been shown in the literature.5 

We find some evidence for both patterns when we consider 
media institutions. Results are summarized in Table 5.4. (Full regres-
sion results are presented in Appendix A.) All differences are in com-
parison with the reference group, identified to be men who are under 
the age of 30, not working, have a high school degree or less, are 
White/Caucasian or Asian, did not vote, and self-identify as politi-
cally independent than as Democrats or Republicans.

There are differences across individual characteristics in 
terms of the factors identified as most important to trust. 

Gender. Across all media institutions except social media, women 
are more likely than men to consider the completeness of information; 
in all cases, they are less likely to consider integrity of journalists when 
making trust assessments. In the case of social media, women are more 
likely than men to select balance as influencing their level of trust.

Age. Older adults are more likely than younger adults to consider 
the skills and competence of journalists when assessing trust in national 
newspapers and cable television news, accuracy when assessing trust in 
broadcast television news, and diversity of perspectives when assessing 
trust in social media. On the other hand, older individuals are less likely 
than younger ones to consider integrity of national newspaper reporters 
when assessing trust in national newspapers, speed and relevance when 

5 Spiro Kiousis, “Public Trust or Mistrust? Perceptions of Media Credibility in the Informa-
tion Age,” Mass Communication & Society, Vol. 4, No. 4, 2001.
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Table 5.4
Summary of Regressions Estimating the Relationship Between Respondent Characteristics and Components of 
Trustworthiness for Media Institutions

Integrity Competence
Delegation

(Confirmation) Speed Accuracy Balance Completeness Relevance Diversity

Gender (women 
compared with 
men)

National 
newspaper

Local 
newspaper

Cable 
television 
news

Broadcast 
television 
news

Social media

Age (under 30 
compared with 
older)

National 
newspaper

Local 
newspaper

Cable 
television 
news

Broadcast 
television 
news

Social media
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Table 5.4—Continued

Integrity Competence
Delegation

(Confirmation) Speed Accuracy Balance Completeness Relevance Diversity

Education
(college  
compared with 
less than college)

National 
newspaper

Local 
newspaper

Cable 
television 
news

Broadcast 
television 
news

Social media

Employment 
status (employed 
compared with 
not)

National 
newspaper

Local 
newspaper

Cable 
television 
news

Broadcast 
television 
news

Social media
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Table 5.4—Continued

Integrity Competence
Delegation

(Confirmation) Speed Accuracy Balance Completeness Relevance Diversity

Race (Black/
African American 
compared with 
White/Caucasian 
or Asian)

National 
newspaper

Local 
newspaper

Cable 
television 
news

Broadcast 
television 
news

Social media

Ethnicity (Hispanic 
compared with 
not)

National 
newspaper

Local 
newspaper

Cable 
television 
news

Broadcast 
television 
news

Social media
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Table 5.4—Continued

Integrity Competence
Delegation

(Confirmation) Speed Accuracy Balance Completeness Relevance Diversity

Voting history 
(voted in 2016 
compared with  
did not)

National 
newspaper

Local 
newspaper

Cable 
television 
news

Broadcast 
television 
news

Social media

Democrat 
(compared with 
independent)

National 
newspaper

Local 
newspaper

Cable 
television 
news

Broadcast 
television 
news

Social media



M
ed

ia In
stitu

tio
n

s    95

Table 5.4—Continued

Integrity Competence
Delegation

(Confirmation) Speed Accuracy Balance Completeness Relevance Diversity

Republican 
(Compared with 
independent)

National 
newspaper

Local 
newspaper

Cable 
television 
news

Broadcast 
television 
news

Social media

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared with women), under the age of 30 (compared with 
older), who are not working (compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared with more education), 
are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did not vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically 
independent rather than as Democrats or Republicans. Red boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are less likely than 
the referent group to choose this component; green boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are more likely than the 
referent group to choose this component. Statistical significance at 0.05 level.
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assessing trust in local newspapers, and diversity of views when assessing 
trust in cable television news and broadcast television news.

Employment Status. The employed are more likely than non-
workers to consider the completeness of information when assessing 
trust in national newspapers, broadcast television news, and social 
media, and less likely to consider whether the information from cable 
television news and broadcast television news matches their beliefs 
(confirmation) when assessing trust in these platforms. Employed indi-
viduals are also more likely than those who are unemployed to consider 
accuracy of information and integrity of journalists and less likely to 
consider speed when assessing trust in national newspapers. 

Education. Across media institutions, those with a college edu-
cation are more likely than those with a high school degree or less to 
endorse the importance of the completeness of information and the bal-
ance of information, and they are less likely to endorse confirmation of 
beliefs, diversity of views, or integrity of journalists when assessing trust.

Race or Ethnicity. Across all media institutions, Black/African 
American respondents were more likely than White/Caucasian and 
Asian respondents to report that confirmation of beliefs plays an impor-
tant role in their trust in these institutions, and they were less likely to 
endorse balance and completeness of information in their assessments 
across multiple media institutions. Across all media institutions, His-
panic respondents were more likely than non-Hispanic respondents to 
report that confirmation of beliefs plays an important role in their trust 
in these institutions and less likely to report the importance of balance 
and completeness of information across multiple media institutions.

Voting History. Accuracy of information is more likely to be 
associated with trust in national newspapers by voters than by non-
voters; voters are less likely to link integrity of reporters with trust in 
national newspapers and social media. Voters are also more likely to 
point to the importance of balance on social media when assessing 
trust in this institution.

Political affiliation. Relative to those who self-identify as politi-
cally independent, those who self-identify as being on the conservative, 
Republican end of the spectrum are more likely to point to diversity 
of information when assessing trust in local newspapers and broadcast 
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television news and less likely to point to the importance of integrity of 
journalists when assessing trust in cable television news. 

On most dimensions, Republicans and Democrats are similar in 
the factors they select. For local newspapers, social media, and cable tele-
vision news, Republicans and Democrats have no statistically significant 
differences in factors considered when assessing trust. For national news-
papers, Republicans are less likely than Democrats to consider compe-
tence of journalists when assessing trust (p = 0.005 in test of differences). 
For broadcast television news, Republicans are more likely than Demo-
crats to consider balance of information (p = 0.01 in test of differences) 
when assessing trust and more likely to point to confirmation of beliefs 
as relevant to their level of trust (p = 0.004 in test of differences). 

Is Distrust in Media Distinct?

The final analysis in this chapter considers whether there are systematic 
differences between respondents who report active distrust in media 
institutions and other respondents who report no trust to high trust (or 
5 to 10 on our scale). Table 5.5 summarizes the key results; full regres-
sion results are in Appendix A. 

Our results suggest that there are systematic differences between 
those who report active distrust and other respondents. In addition, these 
differences exist across media institutions rather than being true of only 
one media platform. First, there is clear evidence that Democrats, 
non-White/Caucasian respondents, and especially Hispanic/Latino 
respondents are less likely to report active distrust in media com-
pared with the referent groups. In contrast, self-identified Republi-
cans are consistently more likely to report active distrust. Respon-
dents with higher levels of education are more likely to report 
distrust, especially for broadcast television news, cable television 
news, and social media. 

There are also differences between the components of trustwor-
thiness that are selected by those who report distrust and those selected 
by other respondents. Perceived integrity of journalists is more impor-
tant among those who express distrust (for broadcast television news, 
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Table 5.5
Identifying Reported Drivers of Distrust in the Media 

Characteristic/Component
National 

Newspapers
Local  

Newspapers
Broadcast 

Television News
Cable  

Television News Social Media

Gender (women compared with men)

Employment status (employed 
compared with not)

Age (under 30 compared with older)

Some college

College degree

Black/African American

Hispanic/Latino

Voted in 2016

Democrat (self-identify)

Republican (self-identify)

Direct components

Competence

Integrity

Delegation

Completeness

Accuracy

Transparency

Balance

Relevance
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Characteristic/Component
National 

Newspapers
Local  

Newspapers
Broadcast 

Television News
Cable  

Television News Social Media

Indirect components

Competence

Integrity

Delegation

Performance

Accuracy

Transparency

Efficiency

Relevance

Balance 

Completeness

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared with women), under the age of 30 (compared with 
older), who are not working (compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared with more education), 
are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did not vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically 
independent rather than as Democrats or Republicans. Black boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are more likely 
than the referent group to be “distrusters” with scores below 5. Gray boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are 
more likely than the referent group to have levels of trust between no trust and high trust (5 and 10 on our scale).

Table 5.5—Continued
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cable television news, and social media). Those who endorse balance 
(for local newspapers, broadcast television news, or cable television 
news) and accuracy (for cable television news and social media) as key 
components are also more likely to distrust media. In contrast, respon-
dents who report levels of trust between no trust and high trust (5 to 
10 on our scale) report perceived competence of journalists and report-
ers as an important component of their trust (for national newspapers, 
broadcast television news, and cable television news) and also are more 
likely to endorse relevance (for national news and social media).

These results do suggest some support for the hypothesis that dis-
trust in the media is conceptually distinct from the set of attitudes 
(from no trust to high trust) that are captured in traditional trust sur-
veys. It is driven by different factors and expressed by groups that are 
different in key ways.

Chapter Summary 

Levels of trust vary across media institutions, with local newspapers gar-
nering the highest levels of trust and social media garnering the lowest 
levels. However, there are fewer components and fewer individual char-
acteristics that predict trust in local newspapers. This might reflect a lack 
of variation on these factors across the respondent population. 

Individual Characteristics and Levels of Trust

Excluding social media, we find that age, employment, voting history, 
and measures of political party identification are strongly associated 
with levels of trust in media institutions overall. The patterns of trust 
in social media are quite different from the patterns for other types of 
media. In general, our survey results indicated significant distrust in 
social media. However, Black/African American and Hispanic respon-
dents reported higher levels of trust in social media than did White/
Caucasian and Asian respondents.

It is possible that social media garners more trust among non-
White/Caucasian and Hispanic respondents precisely because it is 
unfiltered and provides unmediated access to information—unlike 
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traditional platforms, to which access has historically been restricted 
and which often do not effectively represent and include non-White/
Caucasian groups.6 This is a hypothesis that emerges from our analysis 
and not one that we can test directly with our data. It does, however, 
receive some support from existing research, such as a 2017 survey on 
trust in media conducted across nine countries, including the United 
States.7 

Institutional Components of Trustworthiness	

When considering institutional attributes related to trust, we identi-
fied relevance of information and perceived competence of journalists 
as significantly related to levels of trust across traditional media insti-
tutions, with balance also endorsed by respondents as relevant to their 
levels of trust in cable television news. 

Across the board, respondents report that their levels of trust are 
associated with attributes of the information provided and the per-
ceived competence of journalists or reporters. Three of the four most 
commonly endorsed components of trust in media institutions involve 
the information provided: accuracy, balance, and completeness. But, as 
was the case for trust in Congress, perceived competence of the indi-
viduals within the institution also appears to be important. 

Social media appears different from other media institutions in 
key ways. In this case, reported trust is associated with relevance of 
information and the perceived match between the individual’s beliefs 
and the information provided. This might occur because people who 
appreciate (1) the speed at which news becomes available on social 
media or (2) the targeted nature of news received on social media also 
tend to trust social media more than people who do not value those 

6 For example, see Juan González and Joseph Torres, News for All the People: The Epic Story 
of Race and the American Media, New York: Verso Books, 2011.
7 André Brock, “From the Blackhand Side: Twitter as a Cultural Conversation,” Journal 
of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, Vol. 56, No. 4, 2012; Roderick Graham and Shawn 
Smith, “The Content of Our #Characters: Black Twitter as Counterpublic,” Sociology of Race 
and Ethnicity, Vol. 2, No. 4, 2016, pp. 433–449; Nic Newman and Richard Fletcher, Bias, 
Bullshit and Lies: Audience Perspectives on Low Trust in the Media, Oxford, UK: Reuters Insti-
tute for the Study of Journalism and the University of Oxford, 2017.
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attributes. Those who consider accuracy to be a key criterion in assess-
ing trustworthiness have lower levels of trust in social media, perhaps 
because they have low confidence in the quality of information pro-
vided. However, it is worth noting that social media is a broad category 
that captures a variety of different types of platforms, and any given 
respondent might have different levels of trust and different attitudes 
across these different social media offerings. Table 5.6 provides a sum-
mary of key findings on trust in media organizations.

Role of Differences in Individual Characteristics in Assessing 
Trustworthiness

Demographic and other individual characteristics are also relevant for 
trust in media institutions and the institutional factors that information 
consumers see as most important to trust. Different educational groups, 
ethnic groups, and political groups point to different factors as relevant 
to their assessments of trustworthiness of media. Our results suggest that 
efforts to rebuild trust will need to consider both how people view jour-
nalists and how people evaluate news information provided. 

Examining Distrust

We also find evidence that those who express active distrust are distinct 
from other respondents in terms of individual characteristics and the 
components of trustworthiness that they identify, lending some support 
to the notion that distrust is conceptually distinct from the set of atti-
tudes captured in a traditional scale of no trust to high trust. Perceived 
integrity of journalists is more important among those who express dis-
trust (for broadcast television news, cable television news, and social 
media). Those who endorse balance (for local newspapers, broadcast tele-
vision news, or cable television news) and accuracy (for cable television 
news and social media) as key components are also more likely to distrust 
media. In contrast, respondents who reported levels trust between 5 to 
10 on our scale (no trust to high) reported that perceived competence of 
journalists and reporters was an important component of their attitudes 
toward the media (for national newspapers, broadcast television news, 
and cable television news), and they were also are more likely to endorse 
relevance (for national news and social media).
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Table 5.6
Summary of Key Results: Trust in Media

Institution

Average 
Level of 

Trust Who Trusts More? Why Do People Trust?

National 
newspapers

4.87 •	 Older (compared with 
younger)

•	 Employed (compared with not)
•	 Voted in 2016 (compared with 

did not)
•	 Self-identified Democrat (com-

pared with independent)
•	 Voted for candidate other 

than Trump in 2016
•	 White/Caucasian or Asian 

(compared with Black/African 
American)

•	 Relevance of 
information 

•	 Competence of 
journalists

•	 Integrity of 
journalists

Local 
newspapers

5.2 •	 Employed
•	 Voted in 2016
•	 Self-identified Republican 

(compared with independent)
•	 Voted for candidate other 

than Trump in 2016

•	 Accuracy of 
information 

Cable 
television 
news

4.22 •	 Older
•	 Employed
•	 Hispanic respondents
•	 Fewer years of education
•	 Voted for candidate other 

than Trump in 2016

•	 Relevance of 
information

•	 Competence of 
journalists

Broadcast 
television 
news

4.75 •	 Older
•	 Employed
•	 Hispanic respondents
•	 Voted in 2016
•	 Self-identified Democrat
•	 Fewer years of education
•	 Voted for candidate other 

than Trump in 2016

•	 Competence of 
journalists

Social media 2.91 •	 Fewer years of education
•	 Black/African American 

respondents
•	 Hispanic respondents

•	 Relevance of 
information

•	 Information 
matches  
respondent 
views
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CHAPTER SIX

The Military

The final institution we considered was the U.S. military. As discussed 
and illustrated in the graphs shown in Chapter Two, the military has 
maintained reasonably high and constant levels of trust consistently 
over recent decades. We were interested in understanding why trust 
in the military appears so different from trust in other institutions. In 
this chapter, we consider the same set of issues and questions explored 
in the previous chapters.

Levels of Trust

The average level of trust in the military—6.71—is considerably 
higher than trust in any other institution considered in this study 
and is well into the domain of positive trust. This rating is statisti-
cally significantly higher than that for other institutions considered in 
our analysis and is consistent with the findings of other surveys that 
consider trust in the military.1 

A majority of respondents (65.7 percent) reported positive levels 
of trust in the military, with only 12.8 percent reporting distrust in 
the military and almost one-half reporting high levels of trust (8 or 
above). Trust in the military is clearly higher, then, than is the case for 
Congress and media institutions in our analysis, but it is by no means 

1 This difference between trust in the military and trust in each of the other institutions, 
individually, is statistically significant (p-value < 0.05). See Chapter Two for a discussion of 
other military-focused survey questions on trust.
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universal. According to these results, active distrust in the military 
is low, but almost 22 percent of respondents still chose 5 on our 
scale, indicating no distrust but also expressing no active trust. 
Appendix D has the full distribution of reported trust scores. At the 
end of this chapter, we explore whether distrust has distinct drivers. 

Individual Characteristics and Levels of Trust: Who Trusts 
the Military?

Next, we used regressions to determine which individual character-
istics are most strongly and significantly associated with higher and 
lower levels of trust in the military. We summarize the results here; 
full regression results are in Appendix A; and the whisker plot is in 
Appendix D. A first observation is that only a handful of individ-
ual characteristics are associated with the level of trust. Trust is 
higher among those over the age of 40 compared with those under 
30; those over 70 expressed a level of trust in the military that exceeds 
trust of those under 30 by 1.7 points. Women trust the military about 
0.5 points less than men, on average. Voting and party identification 
are also related to trust in the military, much as they were for trust in 
media and (to a lesser extent) trust in Congress. Voters (compared with 
nonvoters) reported higher levels of trust in the military by 0.7 points, as 
did Republicans (compared with political independents) by 1.1 points; 
those who voted for Trump expressed higher levels of trust in the mili-
tary than did those who voted for other candidates. Our test of dif-
ferences between Republicans and Democrats found that Republicans 
are likely to have higher levels of trust than Democrats and that this 
difference is statistically significant (p = 0.002). To summarize, voters, 
men, older individuals, and people who affiliate themselves with 
the Republican Party seem to have generally higher levels of trust 
for the military than do other groups of individuals. 
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Institutional Components of Trustworthiness: Why Do 
People Trust the Military?

As discussed in Chapter Three, each component of trustworthiness 
comprises one or more factors, which might vary slightly by institu-
tion. Survey respondents were presented with a list of institutional fac-
tors that primarily contribute to their trust or distrust in the military 
and asked to select their top three. Table 6.1 maps the relevant factors 
for the military to the components used in the analysis.

Respondents reported that competence of military personnel 
and leaders is one of the key components of their trust in the mili-
tary, although performance factors also appear to matter. Whether 
respondents reported that the factor contributed to higher or lower 
levels of trust in the military, the factors that were selected most often 
by respondents were effectiveness (62 percent) (at preventing an attack, 

Table 6.1
Components of Trustworthiness Relevant to Military Institutions

Component Factors 

Competence •	 Skills and knowledge of military personnel and leaders
•	 Professionalism or lack of professionalism of military per-

sonnel and leaders

Integrity •	 Degree of honesty or dishonesty of military personnel and 
leaders

Delegation •	 N/A

Performance •	 Effectiveness or ineffectiveness at preventing attack on U.S. 
homeland and assets

•	 Size and strength of military

Accuracy •	 My assessment/view of the accuracy or lack of accuracy of 
information provided

Transparency •	 N/A

Balance •	 N/A

Efficiency •	 Efficient or inefficient resource use

Relevance •	 N/A

Completeness •	 Extent to which information provided by military is or is not 
comprehensive
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a measure of performance), perceived skills and knowledge of military 
personnel and officers (46 percent), size and strength of the military 
(45  percent), and professionalism of military personnel and officers 
(44 percent). Note that both skills and knowledge and professionalism 
are factors contributing to competence while the other factors listed 
contribute to performance. These factors are largely associated with 
increased trust in the military. 

To further explore these relationships, we consider which compo-
nents are related to trust using regressions that allow us to control for 
demographic factors and other components. We summarize the results 
here; full regression results are in Appendix; and the whisker plot is in 
Appendix D. We find three sets of components that are associated with 
higher trust in the military: competence, performance, and integrity of 
military personnel, which are associated with reported scores that were 
1.1, 0.8, and 0.4 points higher, respectively, on the distrust-to-trust scale. 

Some factors are associated with lower scores on the distrust-to-
trust scale in the military. Those who cited efficiency of resource use 
as determining their level of trust in the military reported lower levels 
of trust (by 0.6 points) than respondents who did not choose this com-
ponent. Those who identified completeness and accuracy as impor-
tant factors influencing trust reported lower values on the distrust-trust 
scale of 0.7 and 0.5 points, respectively. 

Notably, we find no indirect relationships for the military. In 
other words, trust in the military is associated with characteristics of 
the military and is not influenced by a respondent’s assessments of 
components relevant to institutional trust more generally.

Similarities and Differences with Other Institutions

There are both similarities and differences between the components 
associated with trust in the military and those that are associated with 
trust in other institutions.2 As we saw with Congress, competence and 
integrity of military personnel are associated with trust in the military, 

2 As noted earlier, the factors included for each set of institutions differed, so direct com-
parisons should be made with care. We focus our discussion here on components included 
across all institutions. 



The Military    109

although competence in the military context means something more 
skill-oriented. As we saw with media institutions, characteristics of the 
information provided by the military (e.g., completeness, accuracy) are 
also related to trust. There is a difference in the information provided; 
material from the military is heavily controlled and often limited. 
There are also broader differences in our results that are worth noting. 
Most important, the relevance of performance to trust is stronger for 
the military than for Congress and is among the statistically significant 
components. This makes sense, given the nature of the military as an 
institution, its role in American society, and what the average individ-
ual expects from or knows about the military.3 

The observation that trust in the military is strongly associated 
with measures of performance and competence raises an important 
point about how people make the assessments on which their level of 
trust is based. Specifically, people might have a template for how to 
assess the competence of journalists or politicians and might be able to 
collect the data and evidence they need to assess performance of gov-
ernment institutions, but they most likely have less direct information 
about military performance, soldier professionalism or competence, or 
military efficiency. These factors might be central to an individual’s 
assessment of trust even when that individual is ill equipped to collect 
the information needed to make these assessments. We do not have a 
specific hypothesis about whether this lack of information might bias 
trust upward or downward. 

3 One factor not included in our analysis of trust in the military is delegation. While we 
could have asked whether the extent to which the military appeared to act in national or per-
sonal interests affected trust of respondents, this would somewhat misunderstand the chain 
of command and authorities governing military decisionmaking. The military is under civil-
ian control of the president as commander in chief; the Secretary of Defense; and Congress, 
which controls appropriations and the power to declare war. Distrust driven by military 
activities would reflect not distrust in military leadership, necessarily, but rather distrust in 
the civilian policymakers deciding how military forces should be used. Instead, we ask about 
the role of military performance—that is, their effectiveness at preventing an attack on the 
U.S. homeland or interests. This narrower measure captures the notion of “acting in national 
interest” in a more direct way that is more appropriate to the military context. 
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The Role of Differences in Individual Characteristics in 
Assessing Trust in the Military: Do the Drivers of Trust 
Differ Among Groups?

The next question we considered was whether individuals with differ-
ent characteristics point to different factors as driving their assessments 
of trust in the military (Table 6.2). There are differences across indi-
vidual characteristics in terms of the factors identified as most impor-
tant to trust. All differences are in comparison with the referent group, 
identified to be men who are under the age of 30, not working, have 
a high school degree or less, are White/Caucasian or Asian, did not 
vote, and self-identify as politically independent than as Democrats or 
Republicans.

Gender. Women are more likely to consider accuracy and com-
pleteness of information and integrity than men when making trust 
assessments.

Age. Older adults are less likely than younger adults to consider 
efficiency of the military when assessing trust in the military.

Employment Status. Relative to nonworkers, the employed are 
less likely to consider performance and more likely to consider com-
pleteness of information when assessing trust in the military. 

Education. Compared with those with a high school degree or 
less, those with some college or a college degree are more likely to con-
sider competence and less likely to consider performance when assess-
ing trust in the military.

Race or Ethnicity. Black/African American respondents are less 
likely than the referent group to point to efficiency of the military as 
a significant factor but more likely to consider the performance of the 
military as an institution when assessing trust in the military. Hispanic 
respondents are less likely than the referent group to point to com-
petence and efficiency of the military as significant factors but more 
likely to consider the performance of the military as an institution 
when assessing trust in the military. 

Voting History. Those who voted in 2016 are more likely to 
point to competence of the military as a key factor when assessing trust 
in the military than were nonvoters.
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Table 6.2
Summary of Regressions Estimating the Relationship Between Respondent Characteristics and Components of 
Trustworthiness for the Military

Integrity Competence Efficiency Accuracy Performance Completeness

Women (compared with men)

Age (under 30 compared with older)

Employed

Education
(college compared with less than college)

Race (Black/African American compared with  
White/Caucasian or Asian)

Ethnicity (Hispanic compared with not)

Voting History (voted in 2016 compared with did not)

Democrat (compared with independent)

Republican (compared with independent)

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared with women), under the age of 30 (compared with 
older), who are not working (compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared with more education), 
are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did not vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically 
independent rather than as Democrats or Republicans. Red boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are less likely 
than the referent group to choose this component. Green boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are more likely 
than the referent group to choose this component. Except where noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level.
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Political affiliation. Relative to those who self-identify as being 
more politically independent, those who self-identify as being more 
closely tied to the Republican Party are more likely to point to com-
petence and performance of the military as key factors and less likely 
to point to accuracy of information from the military. Compared with 
Democrats, Republicans are less likely to consider completeness and 
accuracy of information when assessing trust in the military (p = 0.03 
and p = 0.01, respectively).

Vote Choice. Relative to voters who selected other candidates, 
those who voted for Trump are less likely to report that accuracy and 
efficiency influence their trust in the military and more likely to report 
that competence and performance do so. 

To summarize these findings, men, non-White/Caucasian or His-
panic respondents, and those who self-identify as Republicans are more 
likely to base their trust in the perceived performance (or strength) 
of the military. Women, the employed, and those who self-identify as 
having liberal political views are more likely to base their assessment of 
trust in the military on the information the military provides—specifi-
cally, its completion and accuracy. 

Is Distrust in the Military Distinct?

Our final analysis in this chapter considers whether the components of 
trustworthiness associated with active distrust are distinct from those 
reported by respondents who expressed levels of trust between 5 and 
10 on our scale (no trust to high trust). The results are presented in 
Table 6.3, and the full regressions appear in Appendix A. 

First, we do not find many differences between those who express 
active distrust and other respondents. We do observe that distrusters are 
more likely to have higher levels of education and are generally younger.

There are clear systematic differences in the components of trust-
worthiness selected by active distrusters and others. Those who pri-
oritize characteristics of the information provided by the military, 
especially its completeness, are more likely to report distrust. In 
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Table 6.3

Identifying Reported Drivers of Distrust in the Military

Characteristic/Component Result

Female

Employed

Age

Some college

College degree

Black/African American

Hispanic/Latino

Voted in 2016

Democrat (self-identify)

Republican (self-identify)

Direct components

Competence

Integrity

Performance

Completeness

Accuracy

Transparency

Efficiency

Relevance

Indirect components

Competence

Integrity

Delegation

Performance

Accuracy

Transparency

Efficiency

Relevance

Balance 

Completeness

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared 
with women), under the age of 30 (compared with older), who are not working 
(compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared with more 
education), are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did not 
vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather 
than as Democrats or Republicans. Black boxes indicate that respondents with this 
characteristic are more likely than the referent group to be “distrusters” with scores 
below 5. Gray boxes indicate that respondents with this characteristic are more likely 
than the referent group to have levels of trust between no trust and high trust, or 5 
and 10 on our scale.
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contrast, others are more likely to value perceived competence, 
integrity, and the performance of military personnel and leaders.

These results provide some additional evidence that active distrust 
is distinct from the set of attitudes captured by the traditional scale of 
no trust to high trust. It is worth noting that, unlike our analyses for 
Congress and the media, the distribution of scores for the military is 
skewed much more toward the trust side of the scale, suggesting that 
active distrust in the military might be more limited.

Chapter Summary

Individual Characteristics and Levels of Trust

The average level of trust in the military—6.71—is considerably higher 
than trust in any other institution considered in this report and well 
into the domain of positive trust. Our analysis of trust in the mili-
tary highlights substantial variation across individual characteristics in 
both levels of trust and factors influencing those levels of trust. We 
find higher levels of trust in the military among men (compared with 
women), respondents who self-identify as Republicans (compared with 
those who identify as Democrats or as politically independent), and 
those who voted in 2016 (compared with those who did not). In addi-
tion, respondents over the age of 50 tend to have higher levels of trust 
in the military than those who are younger, and respondents who voted 
for Trump tend to have higher levels of trust in the military than those 
who voted for other candidates. 

Institutional Components of Trustworthiness	

When we consider the institutional components of trustworthiness for 
the military, we find two sets of components that matter to reported 
levels of trust. One set focuses on outward characteristics of military 
effectiveness or institutional quality: perceptions of the military’s per-
formance, the competence of military leaders, and the integrity of mili-
tary personnel. These factors tend to be associated with higher levels 
of trust and focus both on the people within the institution and on the 
institution’s output (in this case, military performance). On the other 
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hand, several factors are associated with lower levels of trust, such as the 
accuracy and completeness of information provided and the military’s 
perceived efficiency. Table 6.4 provides a summary of these findings.

Role of Differences in Individual Characteristics in Assessing 
Trustworthiness

Demographic and other individual characteristic differences appear to 
be related to which drivers of trust an individual selects, and these 
can be split into two groups. In the first group, people base their trust 
in the military on perceived performance and strength. As previously 
noted, these individuals point to such factors as the size of the military, 
the perceived competence of military leaders, and observable markers 
of performance, such as lack of attacks on U.S. soil. Men, non-White/
Caucasian and Hispanic voters, those who self-identify as having con-
servative political views, and voters are most likely to fall into this 
group, and likely to have higher levels of trust in the military overall. In 
the second group, people focus their assessment of trust in the military 
on the information the military provides, specifically its completeness 
and accuracy. Individuals more likely to fall into this group are women, 
those who are employed, and those who self-identify as having liberal 
political views, and these individuals tend to have lower levels of trust 
in the military overall. 

These patterns lead to two key insights. For those in the first 
group (in which trust is based on observable measures of performance 

Table 6.4

Summary of Key Results: Trust in Military

Institution

Average 
Level of 

Trust Who Trusts More? Why Do People Trust?

Military 6.71 •	 Men
•	 Older
•	 Voted in 2016
•	 Voted for Trump in 

2016
•	 Self-identified 

Republican

•	 Competence of military person-
nel and leaders

•	 Integrity of military personnel 
and leaders

•	 Performance
•	 Efficiency (use of resources)
•	 Accuracy of information 
•	 Completeness of information
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or perceived competence), civilians might lack good metrics to assess 
the performance or competence of the military and thus are likely to 
use heuristics—time since last attack, coverage of military personnel at 
formal ceremonies, historical examples, etc.—in assessing the military’s 
trustworthiness. Thus, reported levels of trust in institutions might be 
based more on perceptions and stereotypes than on actual experience 
or observed behavior, and therefore relatively impervious to external 
events or information that might undermine trust. For those in the 
second group (in which trust is based on information transparency), 
accuracy and completeness of information provided will be important 
to improving trust. Achieving this can be challenging in an environ-
ment in which operational security requires a lack of transparency at 
times, but it is worth noting that the frequency of Pentagon briefings 
declined dramatically in 2018 and 2019.4 This trend will work against 
the needed openness and could end up further undermining trust in 
the military for this second group of respondents. 

Examining Distrust

Finally, we find that distrust has distinct drivers, although differences 
in individual characteristics between distrusters and other respondents 
are more limited. Those who prioritize the completeness of the infor-
mation provided by the military are more likely to report active dis-
trust; those who most highly value perceived competence, integrity, 
and the performance of military personnel and leaders are more likely 
to report levels of trust captured in the traditional scale of no trust to 
high trust (5 to 10 on our scale). In terms of individual characteristics, 
distrusters are more likely to have higher levels of education and to be 
younger than other respondents.

4 Misty Ryan, Dan Lamothe, and Paul Sonne, “Pentagon Marks a Year Without Press Secre-
tary Briefing,” Washington Post, May 31, 2019; Richard Sisk, “The Drought Is Over: Penta-
gon Spokesman Holds 1st Formal Press Briefing,” Military.com, September 20, 2019. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Conclusions and Recommendations for Future 
Research

This study takes a first step toward understanding the levels of trust 
that Americans have in several key institutions. We present and imple-
ment a framework that allows exploration of the relationship between 
individual characteristics and levels of trust in institutions and iden-
tification of the components of trustworthiness that drive individu-
als’ levels of trust. We also analyze the relationship between the com-
ponents of trustworthiness and the individual characteristics of those 
expressing trust or distrust. This allows analysis suggesting that differ-
ent types of people might base their assessments of trust on different 
components of trustworthiness.

We considered multiple institutions in our study, which allowed 
us to make comparisons across institutions that could not reasonably 
be made in separate studies using separate samples. Following Cook 
and Gronke,1 we use a scale that distinguishes among trust, lack of 
trust, and active distrust. This scale has previously been considered 
only regarding trust in government; most prior work measuring trust 
in institutions has focused only on trust, not distrust. 

We place all of our work firmly within the context of the broader 
literature on trust in institutions. This is an important part of our analy-
sis because our measures are drawn from this literature and because we 
intend the study to sit within this literature.

Although our framework for understanding institutional trust 
largely represents a methodological contribution, this contribution is 

1 Cook and Gronke, 2005.
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also modestly substantive because the framework allows us to under-
stand trust in a different way.

Key Findings

A main conclusion of this study is that trust in institutions is com-
plex and shaped by many interrelated factors, and thus worthy of more 
research. Although this study provides only a first cut at a complicated 
theoretical concept, our research provides several insights into the driv-
ers of institutional trust.

Levels of Trust in Congress and Media Institutions Are Low and 
Many Respondents Express Active Distrust

Our results revealed the severe lack of trust pervading key institu-
tions in stark terms. Across the board, levels of trust in Congress and 
media institutions are low, and a substantial portion of respondents 
expressed active distrust in the key institutions featured in our analy-
sis. The lowest levels of trust were observed for Congress (3.65 on our 
0–10 scale) and social media (2.91). Trust in local and national news-
papers and in state and local representatives was somewhat higher, at 
closer to the midpoint of the scale (5). Trust in the military was higher 
still, at 6.71, but even this is relatively far from the maximum score of 
10 and not even in the upper quartile of the scale. 

Levels of Trust Vary Across Individual Characteristics 

We next considered how trust varies across individual characteris-
tics. We find that factors such as age, ethnicity, political affiliation, 
education, employment status, and voting behavior are all relevant to 
reported levels of trust. Our findings for trust in Congress are some-
what less compelling because we find few relevant covariates. However, 
our findings for trust in media and the military are largely consistent 
with previous work.
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Similarities and Differences Across Institutions in the Components 
of Trustworthiness

We found both differences and similarities in the institutional compo-
nents of trustworthiness that appear to be associated with individual 
levels of trust in the different institutions considered in this analysis.

Across institutions, respondents identified perceived compe-
tence and integrity of involved individuals as important drivers of 
trustworthiness of the institutions themselves. At the same time, we 
found that attributes of the information provided—especially accu-
racy and relevance—are identified by respondents as components of 
institutional trust for media institutions and for the military. This is 
not all that surprising in the case of the media but somewhat more 
unexpected in the case of the military. 

We find that measures of performance also appear to be rele-
vant to institutional trust. For Congress and the military, we observe 
this directly. For the media, we observe this indirectly through the 
information-related components that individuals report as relevant 
to trust. 

These five dimensions—competence, integrity, performance, 
accuracy, and relevance of information provided—emerge from our 
analysis as perhaps the key drivers of trust in the institutions we asked 
about in our survey. Notably, these results are broadly consistent with 
previous work that sought to identify the “building blocks” of trust—
such characteristics as competence and integrity, for example. 

We also found many cross-institution differences in the compo-
nents of trustworthiness as reported by respondents. For example, there 
are differences in which information-related characteristics are most 
significant to individual attitudes about trust across media institutions. 
Relevance appears to matter most for national newspapers, cable televi-
sion news, and social media; accuracy matters most for local newspa-
pers. Delegation (operationalized as people seeking information that 
matches their beliefs) also matters for social media. 

In the case of the military, the competence and integrity of mili-
tary personnel, performance, and the information provided by the mil-
itary seem to matter but in opposite directions. The characteristics of 
individual soldiers (competence) and of the military as a whole (size, 
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strength) are associated with more-positive trust rankings; attributes of 
the information provided by the military (e.g., accuracy, completeness) 
tend to be associated with lower levels of trust. 

Components of Trustworthiness Prioritized by Respondents Vary 
Across Individual Characteristics 

The picture becomes more complicated when we look more closely 
at the drivers of trust across individual characteristics. When we add 
such characteristics as gender, age, education, political affiliation, and 
employment, we find that different groups of people vary in their levels 
of trust and report that different components of trustworthiness affect 
their trust of different institutions. The intersection of these differ-
ent characteristics allows us to understand patterns of trust at a more 
granular and individual level than has been possible in past research. 

When looking at trust in social media, for example, we find that 
non-White/Caucasian and Hispanic respondents tend to have higher 
levels of trust in social media than other respondents. We also find that 
relevance of information and delegation (the extent to which the infor-
mation provided matches one’s preexisting beliefs) are associated with 
higher levels of trust in social media, and that non-White/Caucasian 
and Hispanic respondents are more likely to identify these components 
as relevant to their trust in social media. Taken together, these findings 
could suggest that one reason for non-White/Caucasian and Hispanic 
respondents’ higher levels of trust in social media is the ability to con-
nect with others who share their views, perspectives, and experiences. 
We have argued elsewhere that this ability to protect and empower all 
voices might be one of the most important benefits of social media.2 
When effecting changes to restore or rebuild trust in social media across 
society, then, care must be taken not to compromise those components 
and characteristics that are already contributing to higher levels of trust 
among specific subgroups. 

We can describe similar narratives for other components and 
demographic groups regarding trust in media or in Congress. For 
example, we find that trust in all forms of media is strongly associated 

2 Kavanagh and Rich, 2018.
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with political affiliation (conservatives have lower levels of trust) but 
that political affiliation is not a strong predictor of trust in Congress. 
This is an indication that the media itself has become highly politi-
cized. For trust in Congress, individual characteristics matter little for 
levels of trust, suggesting little variation across groups. 

We do find patterns in the components of trustworthiness 
selected as drivers of trust across individual characteristics. First, non-
White/Caucasian and Hispanic respondents are more likely to point 
to congruence with their own interests when explaining trust in Con-
gress and media institutions writ large, perhaps reflecting their long 
exclusion from institutions of power. For women, the opposite pattern 
emerges: They are less likely to choose delegation as a factor relevant 
to their level of trust. When looking at media institutions, women are 
more likely to select completeness and balance. 

Education level also appears to be an important component of 
trust in media. We find that those with a college education are more 
likely than those with a high school degree or less to endorse the impor-
tance of completeness of information and balance of information and 
less likely to prioritize the importance of confirmation of beliefs, diver-
sity of views, or integrity when assessing their level of trust. Notably, 
although men and women do not show significant differences on most 
dimensions, they differ markedly on trust in the media. 

Trust in the military is unique in several ways, such as the com-
ponents of trustworthiness that respondents listed as important and 
the way that these components are distributed across individual char-
acteristics. Respondents broke down along two groups: those who base 
their trust on outward perceptions—size, perceived strength, perfor-
mance—and those who base their trust on the information the mili-
tary provides. The first group tends to consist of men, self-identified 
conservatives, and non-White/Caucasian respondents; the second tends 
to consist of women, self-identified liberals and centrists, and employed 
individuals. 

As noted in Chapter Six, individuals in the first group might not 
have the information needed to make accurate assessments of the com-
ponents on which they base their trust—military size, strength, and 
performance have only a limited set of observable indicators for the 
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average respondent. Therefore, their levels of trust might be relatively 
stable because they are based largely on preconceptions rather than on 
observed behavior. On the other hand, we expect that those who base 
trust on information and transparency are likely much more suscep-
tible to declining levels of trust when the military hides or conceals 
information. 

Active Distrust Might Be Distinct

We found evidence that respondents who report active distrust point 
to a different set of components of trustworthiness and have different 
individual characteristics than other respondents. The differences are 
most extensive and consistent when considering trust in the media. 
For media institutions, those who reported distrust were more likely to 
identify accuracy, balance, and integrity of reporters and journalists as 
relevant to their attitudes; respondents who reported levels of no trust 
to high trust (from 5 to 10 on our scale) were more likely to identify 
competence and relevance as deciding factors. 

Our analyses find some evidence that distrust is conceptually dis-
tinct from attitudes of no trust captured by traditional scales. This 
should be a priority area for future research because learning more 
about this phenomenon could refine our understanding of trust and 
how to measure and study its expressions and changes over time. 

Limitations and Future Research

The results presented here are a first attempt at understanding how 
components of trust are related to trust in key institutions. However, 
there are several limitations to this research that should be considered 
and addressed in future research. 

Survey Design and Execution

First, our research, like much research in this area, is cross- 
sectional, with only one point in time studied. This means we are not 
able to observe changes over time for our sample. Without a bench-
mark for our particular sample, we are not able to say whether trust 
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on our scale has declined or increased. We are able to use Cook and 
Gronke as a comparison, but their analysis used a different sample, 
so the relevance is limited.3 Future research should repeat this survey 
multiple times and use our findings to track changes in trust over time. 

There are also limitations regarding the scale we used to assess 
levels of trust—specifically, the use of a single-item scale, the fact that 
the survey does not also use other established trust scales, and the 
ambiguity of the meaning of a score of 5 on our scale. As noted previ-
ously, we were limited in the number of questions we could ask, but 
our results can be made more robust by using multiple measures of 
trust for a given institution and by using other established scales that 
would allow us to directly compare our results with other recent survey 
analysis of trust. Future versions of this survey should implement both 
of these features, perhaps using a longer battery of questions about a 
smaller number of institutions. 

Taking these steps would allow us to draw more useful conclu-
sions about how our scale compares with more frequently used scales 
and also provide confidence that our results regarding levels of trust are 
not a function of the scale itself. Some literature distinguishes between 
individuals’ propensity to trust and the trustworthiness of organization 
being trusted. This report focuses on the latter, with a brief exploration 
of propensity to trust in Chapter Three. In future work, it would be 
interesting to further consider how an individual’s general propensity 
to trust can influence trust across institutions. This analysis could be 
conducted using already established measures of propensity to trust.4

Additional limitations stem from the way that the scale is designed 
and defined. As noted in the discussion of results, a score of 5 (indicat-
ing no trust but also no distrust) was a common response but not one 
that is entirely straightforward to interpret. Specifically, although we 
define it as neither trust nor distrust, it is possible that respondents used 
the 5 score as a mark of uncertainty, indifference, or simply to indicate 
“I don’t know.” All are possible interpretations, but we are unable to 

3 Cook and Gronke, 2005.
4 For example, see M. Lance Frazier, Paul D. Johnson, and Stav Fainshmidt, “Development 
and Validation of a Propensity to Trust Scale,” Journal of Trust Research, Vol. 3, No. 2, 2013.
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disentangle how different respondents might have used this response. 
Using additional measures of trust in future iterations and benchmark-
ing against other established scales would assist in an interpretation 
of these ambiguous scores, as would clearer directions or definitions 
provided to respondents. Future work should also further investigate 
the conceptual differences between expressions of trust and distrust to 
better understand how this distinction can inform our understanding 
of trust in institutions and how to rebuild it.

Other limitations center on the facts that our survey was able to 
assess trust only in a limited number of institutions and could only 
assess a limited set of components that contribute to trust (i.e., com-
ponents of trustworthiness). To avoid burden on respondents, we had 
to narrow our focus. In our assessment of trust in government, we 
asked about trust only in Congress (not the executive branch or the 
presidency), and we consider social media as a single category despite 
the variety of different platforms this category encompasses. Future 
work should explicitly consider other branches of federal government 
and consider disaggregating both state and local government and dif-
ferent types of social media because trust in each is likely distinct in 
some ways. 

Similarly, survey respondents were asked to select among several 
institutional factors (related to the components of trustworthiness) that 
were broad in nature. Future work could build on our findings to ask a 
much more specific battery of questions about each factor—for exam-
ple, why integrity of representatives is associated with trust and what 
specifically about a given representative shapes how respondents see his 
or her integrity.

The specification decisions described here reflect our assessments 
based on past work on trust in institutions. Other empirical choices 
certainly could have been made that might have yielded a different 
set of insights. We could have used a standard set of components or 
a standard set of factors. This would have made it easier to compare 
across institutions, though our insights would be less tailored and the 
fit between standard components and each institution would be forced 
in some cases. We also could have made different choices about what to 
keep in or what to leave out when it came to factors asked about each 
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institution. Future work should explore different approaches to this 
task of identifying the universe of relevant institutional components 
of trustworthiness and compare the results with those here. This work 
will require not only efforts to more clearly define and operational-
ize components of trustworthiness but also development of a stronger 
theoretical basis for which components of trustworthiness should be 
considered for each institution. 

Analysis and Method

Other limitations stem from our methodological choices. The most 
notable is that in assessing which components are associated with 
trust, our model uses a large number of predictors to determine how 
the selection of components varies across individual characteristics. 
Although this is a characteristic feature of the model type employed, 
this method still raises some concern about spurious correlations and 
limits our ability to explore interaction effects or other covariates of 
interest. This would be useful to explore in future work. 

Future work could explore more parsimonious models, either by 
exploring a different functional form or considering a smaller set of 
institutional factors. A larger sample size might also provide additional 
flexibility. The advantage of such an approach would be more flex-
ibility in exploring interactions and other covariates along with greater 
confidence in our results and a possibility of smaller standard errors. 
The downside would be the need to aggregate institutional compo-
nents into a smaller number of buckets, causing a loss of some degree of 
fidelity in terms of which institutional factors are measured. With our 
analytical strategy, we are only able to assess correlations and associa-
tions, not causal relationships. 

Future research might consider experimental designs that could 
measure causal relationships more directly. To study media, for exam-
ple, we could design an experiment to see how respondents answer a 
battery of questions about trust after reviewing news articles of differ-
ent types, some more balanced and others more biased. Differences in 
responses could tell us something about how news presentation affects 
trust. In the case of government, experiments that feature presenta-
tion of scenarios or historical examples could be used to better under-
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stand how respondent trust is influenced by specific political actions, 
activities, events, or behaviors. Experiments could also be used to 
understand how interventions, such as cross-party dialogue or educa-
tion about government processes, affect trust in institutions. To assess 
whether such programs are able to build trust, such experiments might 
measure perceptions of trust before and after interventions focused on 
building bipartisan competition or education aimed at teaching indi-
viduals how government works and on what time lines. Future experi-
ments such as these will be essential to deepening our understand-
ing of what factors shape and determine trust in institutions and also 
what specific actions are likely to be most effective in rebuilding trust. 
The analysis in this report takes a first step by identifying the specific 
components or domains that seem most closely tied to levels of trust, 
but further work would provide a more granular perspective to better 
inform policy responses.

Other Areas for Future Research

In addition to the extensions already noted, several other areas of fur-
ther research are needed:

•	 Additional institutions. It would be useful to conduct a similar 
analysis across additional institutions, such as local institutions 
that respondents might interact with on a daily basis, scientific or 
medical institutions, or even specific media outlets. 

•	 Multiple points in time. It would also be useful to conduct this 
survey or a similar one at multiple points in time to explore how 
trust might have evolved since the initial survey was completed 
and especially how it might have been affected by the COVID-
19 pandemic.5 For example, mis- and disinformation around 
COVID-19 has been widespread, affecting some media outlets 
and platforms more extensively than others. At the same time, 
overall attention to news has increased as people have sought to 

5 See Brandon Baker, Jennifer Kavanagh, and Todd Helmus, “A Crisis of Disinformation,” 
Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Remote COVID-19 Briefing Series, May 22, 2020. 
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reduce their fundamental uncertainty about the crisis.6 Trust in 
news media, then, might be increasing for some respondents but 
decreasing for others. Trust in government also might be influ-
enced by COVID-19 as people evaluate the effectiveness of public 
health responses at the local, state, and national levels. 

•	 Regional variation. It also might be worth considering how trust 
in institutions varies across regions of the United States. Such 
an analysis would investigate how trust varies across the urban-
rural divide and how access to different things—such as ability 
to interact with government offices or officials or availability of 
newspapers and government services—is associated with trust. 
The answers to these questions could provide insights regarding 
ways that governments and other institutions could rebuild trust 
among disaffected or distrusting communities. 

•	 International comparisons. Finally, international comparisons 
would be informative by providing additional context and allow-
ing for cross-national comparisons and the sharing of best prac-
tices for building and sustaining trust even under conditions of 
uncertainty.

6 Zacc Ritter, “Amid Pandemic, News Attention Spikes; Media Favorability Flat,” Gallup, 
April 9, 2020. 
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APPENDIX A

Full Regression Results

This appendix includes the regression results for all analyses conducted 
for this report in Chapters Four, Five, and Six (Tables A.1–A.30). 
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Congress

Table A.1
Regression Coefficients for Individual Characteristics Associated with Trust 
in Congress

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 2.958 0.503 5.884 0

Female 0.143 0.143 1.004 0.316

Age: 30–39 0.343 0.427 0.802 0.423

Age: 40–49 0.637 0.425 1.5 0.134

Age: 50–59 0.233 0.407 0.573 0.566

Age: 60–69 0.157 0.402 0.391 0.696

Age: 70+ 0.342 0.428 0.8 0.424

Employed 0.246 0.173 1.424 0.154

Some college –0.497 0.233 –2.136 0.033

College –0.337 0.232 –1.452 0.147

Black/African American –0.215 0.278 –0.775 0.438

Hispanic/Latino 0.685 0.246 2.782 0.005

Voted 0.38 0.279 1.364 0.173

Voted Trump –0.12 0.236 –0.511 0.61

Democrat –0.058 0.191 –0.303 0.762

Republican 0.587 0.396 1.482 0.138

Democrat, voted Trump 0.757 0.743 1.019 0.308

Republican, voted Trump 0.188 0.461 0.407 0.684

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,002.
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Table A.2
Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with Trust in Congress

Value Standard Error t-value p-value

Intercept 2.933 0.835 3.513 0

Competence (Congress) 0.751 0.253 2.972 0.003

Integrity (Congress) –0.365 0.258 –1.415 0.157

Delegation (Congress) –0.541 0.484 –1.117 0.264

Performance (Congress) 0.226 0.27 0.835 0.404

Accuracy (Congress) 0.222 0.293 0.758 0.448

Transparency (Congress) 0.043 0.266 0.162 0.872

Efficiency (Congress) 0.124 0.268 0.465 0.642

Relevance (Congress) 0.123 0.288 0.428 0.669

Competence (all other) –0.082 0.386 –0.212 0.832

Integrity (all other) 0.162 0.349 0.466 0.642

Delegation (all other) 0.61 0.4 1.526 0.127

Performance (all other) 0.456 0.215 2.121 0.034

Accuracy (all other) –0.475 0.39 –1.217 0.224

Transparency (all other) –0.086 0.166 –0.519 0.604

Efficiency (all other) –0.337 0.241 –1.402 0.161

Relevance (all other) 0.26 0.588 0.443 0.658

Completeness (all other) 0.555 0.329 1.688 0.092

Balance (all other) 0.137 0.551 0.249 0.804

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,005.



132    The Drivers of Institutional Trust and Distrust

Table A.3
Logistic Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with 
Dichotomous Trust in Congress

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 0.648 0.93 0.697 0.486

Female (relative to male) 0.166 0.145 1.146 0.252

Age –0.005 0.006 –0.839 0.402

Employed (relative to not employed) 0.21 0.17 1.238 0.216

Some college (relative to high school 
or less) –0.599 0.227 –2.644 0.008

College (relative to high school or 
less) –0.568 0.224 –2.535 0.011

Non-Hispanic Black/African American 
(relative to White/Caucasian or other) –0.247 0.281 –0.878 0.38

Hispanic (relative to White/Caucasian 
or other) 0.665 0.241 2.76 0.006

Voted (relative to did not vote) 0.012 0.258 0.045 0.964

Democrat (relative to independent) 0.056 0.169 0.333 0.739

Republican (relative to independent) 0.453 0.185 2.455 0.014

Competence (Congress) 0.623 0.266 2.344 0.019

Integrity (Congress) –0.56 0.273 –2.053 0.04

Delegation (Congress) –0.49 0.508 –0.964 0.335

Performance (Congress) 0.077 0.285 0.268 0.788

Accuracy (Congress) 0.226 0.309 0.731 0.465

Transparency (Congress) –0.082 0.284 –0.287 0.774

Efficiency (Congress) –0.025 0.283 –0.087 0.931

Relevance (Congress) 0.009 0.305 0.03 0.976

Competence (all other) –0.26 0.416 –0.624 0.533

Integrity (all other) –0.047 0.377 –0.124 0.902

Delegation (all other) 0.546 0.426 1.281 0.2
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Table A.3—Continued

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Performance (all other) 0.344 0.23 1.498 0.134

Accuracy (all other) –0.79 0.418 –1.889 0.059

Transparency (all other) –0.147 0.18 –0.82 0.412

Efficiency (all other) –0.482 0.261 –1.852 0.064

Relevance (all other) –0.665 0.646 –1.029 0.304

Completeness (all other) 0.436 0.353 1.234 0.217

Balance (all other) –0.403 0.596 –0.677 0.498

NOTES: Positive coefficients correspond to increased probability of “trust.” Analysis 
based on a sample size of n = 1,005.
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Table A.4
Correlations Between Domains of Trust in Congress

Competence Integrity Delegation Performance Accuracy Transparency Efficiency Relevance

Competence 1 0.201 –0.131 –0.265 –0.179 –0.289 –0.288 –0.209

Integrity 0.201 1 –0.085 –0.363 –0.11 –0.143 –0.287 –0.307

Delegation –0.131 –0.085 1 –0.182 –0.194 –0.177 –0.238 –0.15

Performance –0.265 –0.363 –0.182 1 –0.074 –0.101 0.052 0.081

Accuracy –0.179 –0.11 –0.194 –0.074 1 0.03 0.013 –0.03

Transparency –0.289 –0.143 –0.177 –0.101 0.03 1 –0.035 –0.057

Efficiency –0.288 –0.287 –0.238 0.052 0.013 –0.035 1 –0.034

Relevance –0.209 –0.307 –0.15 0.081 –0.03 –0.057 –0.034 1
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Media Institutions

Table A.5
Regression Coefficients for Individual Characteristics Associated with Trust 
in National Newspapers

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 0.687 0.612 1.122 0.262

Female 0.217 0.143 1.519 0.129

Age: 30–39 0.509 0.427 1.191 0.234

Age: 40–49 0.207 0.425 0.486 0.627

Age: 50–59 0.331 0.407 0.812 0.417

Age: 60–69 0.914 0.402 2.273 0.023

Age: 70+ 1.194 0.428 2.792 0.005

Employed 0.583 0.173 3.368 0.001

Some college –0.369 0.233 –1.584 0.113

College 0.168 0.232 0.724 0.469

Black/African American –1.297 0.278 –4.664 0

Hispanic/Latino 0.151 0.246 0.612 0.54

Voted 1.104 0.279 3.956 0

Voted Trump –3.049 0.236 –12.933 0

Democrat 0.864 0.191 4.516 0

Republican –0.989 0.396 –2.494 0.013

Democrat, voted Trump 0.524 0.743 0.705 0.481

Republican, voted Trump 0.815 0.461 1.77 0.077

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,002.
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Table A.6
Regression Coefficients for Individual Characteristics Associated with Trust 
in Local Newspapers

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 1.327 0.6 2.212 0.027

Female 0.131 0.143 0.92 0.357

Age: 30–39 –0.059 0.427 –0.138 0.89

Age: 40–49 0.022 0.425 0.052 0.959

Age: 50–59 0.034 0.407 0.084 0.933

Age: 60–69 0.342 0.402 0.849 0.396

Age: 70+ 0.603 0.428 1.409 0.159

Employed 0.476 0.173 2.753 0.006

Some college –0.301 0.233 –1.293 0.196

College –0.001 0.232 –0.006 0.995

Black/African American –0.488 0.277 –1.76 0.078

Hispanic/Latino –0.045 0.246 –0.182 0.855

Voted 0.914 0.279 3.278 0.001

Voted Trump –1.401 0.236 –5.943 0

Democrat 0.158 0.191 0.826 0.409

Republican –0.648 0.396 –1.634 0.102

Democrat, voted Trump 0.994 0.743 1.338 0.181

Republican, voted Trump 0.991 0.461 2.151 0.031

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,002.



Full Regression Results    137

Table A.7
Regression Coefficients for Individual Characteristics Associated with Trust 
in Cable Television News

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 0.167 0.593 0.282 0.778

Female 0.205 0.143 1.433 0.152

Age: 30–39 0.761 0.427 1.781 0.075

Age: 40–49 0.605 0.425 1.423 0.155

Age: 50–59 1.182 0.407 2.902 0.004

Age: 60–69 1.2 0.402 2.983 0.003

Age: 70+ 1.794 0.428 4.196 0

Employed 0.036 0.173 0.21 0.834

Some college –0.532 0.233 –2.287 0.022

College –0.456 0.232 –1.967 0.049

Black/African American –0.112 0.278 –0.403 0.687

Hispanic/Latino 0.829 0.246 3.365 0.001

Voted 0.083 0.279 0.299 0.765

Voted Trump –0.933 0.236 –3.959 0

Democrat 0.861 0.191 4.499 0

Republican –0.194 0.396 –0.488 0.625

Democrat, voted Trump –0.187 0.743 –0.252 0.801

Republican, voted Trump 0.834 0.461 1.811 0.07

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,002.
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Table A.8
Regression Coefficients for Individual Characteristics Associated with Trust 
in Broadcast Television News

Value Standard Error t-value p-value

Intercept 0.931 0.615 1.513 0.13

Female 0.245 0.143 1.717 0.086

Age: 30–39 0.302 0.427 0.708 0.479

Age: 40–49 0.227 0.425 0.534 0.594

Age: 50–59 0.635 0.407 1.559 0.119

Age: 60–69 0.992 0.402 2.466 0.014

Age: 70+ 1.285 0.428 3.006 0.003

Employed 0.565 0.173 3.267 0.001

Some college –0.704 0.233 –3.029 0.002

College –0.426 0.232 –1.838 0.066

Black/African American –0.052 0.278 –0.189 0.85

Hispanic/Latino 0.5 0.246 2.028 0.043

Voted 0.585 0.279 2.099 0.036

Voted Trump –2.415 0.236 –10.242 0

Democrat 0.712 0.191 3.723 0

Republican –0.532 0.396 –1.343 0.179

Democrat, voted Trump 0.719 0.743 0.968 0.333

Republican, voted Trump 0.972 0.461 2.109 0.035

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,002.
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Table A.9
Regression Coefficients for Individual Characteristics Associated with Trust 
in Social Media 

Value Standard Error t-value p-value

Intercept –0.171 0.593 –0.288 0.773

Female 0.199 0.143 1.395 0.163

Age: 30–39 –0.002 0.427 –0.005 0.996

Age: 40–49 0.041 0.425 0.098 0.922

Age: 50–59 0.05 0.407 0.123 0.902

Age: 60–69 –0.282 0.402 –0.701 0.483

Age: 70+ –0.038 0.428 –0.088 0.93

Employed –0.178 0.173 –1.03 0.303

Some college –0.363 0.233 –1.563 0.118

College –0.504 0.232 –2.178 0.029

Black/African American 0.781 0.277 2.815 0.005

Hispanic/Latino 0.982 0.246 3.986 0

Voted 0.328 0.279 1.176 0.239

Voted Trump –0.135 0.236 –0.573 0.567

Democrat 0.203 0.191 1.063 0.288

Republican 0.083 0.396 0.21 0.833

Democrat, voted Trump 1.148 0.743 1.545 0.122

Republican, voted Trump 0.569 0.461 1.235 0.217

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,002.
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Table A.10
Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with Trust in National 
Newspapers

Value Standard Error t-value p-value

Intercept 1.975 0.919 2.15 0.032

Competence (national 
newspapers) 1.333 0.356 3.744 0

Integrity (national 
newspapers) –0.15 0.351 –0.426 0.67

Delegation (national 
newspapers) 0.499 0.38 1.315 0.189

Accuracy (national 
newspapers) 0.565 0.363 1.554 0.12

Relevance (national 
newspapers) 1.738 0.713 2.438 0.015

Completeness (national 
newspapers) 0.499 0.354 1.409 0.159

Balance (national 
newspapers) –0.479 0.709 –0.676 0.499

Competence (all other) 0.834 0.525 1.588 0.113

Integrity (all other) –1.025 0.501 –2.047 0.041

Delegation (all other) 0.971 0.6 1.618 0.106

Performance (all other) 0.3 0.309 0.971 0.332

Accuracy (all other) 0.649 0.529 1.227 0.22

Transparency (all other) 0.188 0.259 0.725 0.469

Efficiency (all other) –0.422 0.315 –1.341 0.18

Relevance (all other) 0.756 0.773 0.977 0.329

Completeness (all other) 0 0.391 0.001 1

Balance (all other) –0.453 0.686 –0.66 0.51

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,004.
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Table A.11
Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with Trust in Local 
Newspapers

Value Standard Error t-value p-value

Intercept 3.376 0.83 4.068 0

Competence (local 
newspapers) 0.266 0.265 1.002 0.316

Integrity (local 
newspapers) 0.116 0.27 0.431 0.667

Delegation (local 
newspapers) –0.012 0.313 –0.038 0.97

Accuracy (local 
newspapers) 0.643 0.263 2.443 0.015

Relevance (local 
newspapers) 0.848 0.515 1.649 0.1

Completeness (local 
newspapers) 0.019 0.263 0.074 0.941

Balance (local 
newspapers) –0.23 0.515 –0.446 0.656

Competence (all other) 0.553 0.468 1.181 0.238

Integrity (all other) –0.58 0.452 –1.285 0.199

Delegation (all other) 0.366 0.548 0.668 0.504

Performance (all other) 0.32 0.281 1.136 0.256

Accuracy (all other) –0.402 0.478 –0.842 0.4

Transparency (all other) 0.141 0.228 0.619 0.536

Efficiency (all other) –0.133 0.287 –0.463 0.643

Relevance (all other) –0.066 0.682 –0.096 0.923

Completeness (all other) –0.131 0.345 –0.381 0.703

Balance (all other) –0.438 0.607 –0.721 0.471

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,005.
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Table A.12
Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with Trust in Cable 
Television News

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 2.592 0.858 3.022 0.003

Competence (cable television 
news) 0.941 0.274 3.44 0.001

Integrity (cable television news) –0.574 0.249 –2.302 0.022

Delegation (cable television 
news) 0.559 0.3 1.861 0.063

Accuracy (cable television news) –0.235 0.242 –0.97 0.332

Relevance (cable television news) 1.218 0.522 2.336 0.02

Completeness (cable television 
news) 0.139 0.249 0.561 0.575

Balance (cable television news) –1.24 0.479 –2.59 0.01

Competence (all other) 0.597 0.469 1.274 0.203

Integrity (all other) –0.136 0.432 –0.315 0.753

Delegation (all other) 0.244 0.563 0.435 0.664

Performance (all other) 0.282 0.28 1.01 0.313

Accuracy (all other) 0.155 0.474 0.326 0.745

Transparency (all other) –0.316 0.232 –1.359 0.174

Efficiency (all other) –0.041 0.291 –0.141 0.888

Relevance (all other) –0.004 0.66 –0.006 0.996

Completeness (all other) 0.358 0.366 0.979 0.328

Balance (all other) –0.927 0.596 –1.555 0.12

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,004.
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Table A.13
Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with Trust in Broadcast 
Television News

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 2.748 0.901 3.049 0.002

Competence (broadcast television 
news)

1.169 0.283 4.132 0

Integrity (broadcast television 
news)

–0.377 0.277 –1.359 0.175

Delegation (broadcast television 
news)

0.193 0.332 0.583 0.56

Accuracy (broadcast television 
news)

0.336 0.27 1.245 0.213

Relevance (broadcast television 
news)

0.755 0.534 1.415 0.157

Completeness (broadcast 
television news)

0.068 0.277 0.245 0.807

Balance (broadcast television 
news)

–0.865 0.525 –1.648 0.1

Competence (all other) 0.697 0.497 1.405 0.16

Integrity (all other) –0.69 0.486 –1.421 0.156

Delegation (all other) 0.731 0.586 1.248 0.212

Performance (all other) 0.264 0.294 0.898 0.369

Accuracy (all other) 0.469 0.537 0.874 0.383

Transparency (all other) –0.049 0.245 –0.201 0.841

Efficiency (all other) –0.375 0.301 –1.249 0.212

Relevance (all other) 0.984 0.749 1.314 0.189

Completeness (all other) 0.138 0.389 0.355 0.723

Balance (all other) –0.98 0.655 –1.497 0.135

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,004.
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Table A.14
Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with Trust in Social 
Media 

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 2.377 0.807 2.946 0.003

Competence (social media) –0.253 0.235 –1.074 0.283

Integrity (social media) –0.512 0.229 –2.242 0.025

Delegation (social media) 0.477 0.283 1.687 0.092

Accuracy (social media) –0.638 0.225 –2.828 0.005

Relevance (social media) 1.423 0.467 3.05 0.002

Completeness (social media) 0.092 0.223 0.41 0.682

Balance (social media) –0.538 0.602 –0.893 0.372

Competence (all other) 0.342 0.415 0.825 0.41

Integrity (all other) 0.341 0.418 0.816 0.415

Delegation (all other) 1.148 0.506 2.27 0.023

Performance (all other) 0.092 0.271 0.341 0.733

Accuracy (all other) 0.484 0.438 1.104 0.27

Transparency (all other) –0.334 0.221 –1.511 0.131

Efficiency (all other) 0.105 0.271 0.387 0.699

Relevance (all other) 0.571 0.625 0.914 0.361

Completeness (all other) 0.507 0.315 1.609 0.108

Balance (all other) –0.356 0.493 –0.721 0.471

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,004.
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Table A.15
Logistic Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with 
Dichotomous Trust in National Newspapers 

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept –0.24 1.162 –0.206 0.837

Female (relative to male) 0.1 0.163 0.616 0.538

Age 0 0.007 –0.061 0.951

Employed (relative to not employed) 0.214 0.192 1.111 0.267

Some college (relative to high 
school or less)

–0.59 0.258 –2.285 0.022

College (relative to high school or 
less)

0.098 0.256 0.384 0.701

Non-Hispanic Black/African 
American (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

–0.371 0.313 –1.184 0.236

Hispanic (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

0.674 0.307 2.195 0.028

Voted (relative to did not vote) –0.161 0.288 –0.558 0.577

Democrat (relative to independent) 1.221 0.203 6.001 0

Republican (relative to 
independent)

–1.131 0.203 –5.587 0

Competence (national newspapers) 1.091 0.382 2.86 0.004

Integrity (national newspapers) –0.196 0.367 –0.533 0.594

Delegation (national newspapers) 0.562 0.396 1.42 0.156

Accuracy (national newspapers) 0.206 0.381 0.541 0.589

Relevance (national newspapers) 1.801 0.76 2.369 0.018

Completeness (national newspapers) 0.44 0.37 1.189 0.235

Balance (national newspapers) –0.475 0.737 –0.644 0.519

Competence (all other) 0.651 0.619 1.052 0.293

Integrity (all other) –0.895 0.569 –1.574 0.115

Delegation (all other) 0.557 0.699 0.797 0.425



146    The Drivers of Institutional Trust and Distrust

Table A.15—Continued

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Performance (all other) 0.279 0.338 0.825 0.41

Accuracy (all other) 0.58 0.61 0.95 0.342

Transparency (all other) 0.103 0.287 0.36 0.719

Efficiency (all other) –0.307 0.344 –0.892 0.372

Relevance (all other) 0.73 0.911 0.802 0.423

Completeness (all other) 0.06 0.445 0.135 0.892

Balance (all other) –0.942 0.782 –1.204 0.229

NOTES: Positive coefficients correspond to increased probability of “trust.” Analysis 
based on a sample size of n = 1,004.

 

Table A.16
Logistic Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with 
Dichotomous Trust in Local Newspapers 

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 1.103 1.006 1.096 0.273

Female (relative to male) 0.066 0.157 0.423 0.672

Age –0.003 0.006 –0.518 0.605

Employed (relative to not employed) 0.224 0.182 1.231 0.218

Some college (relative to high 
school or less)

–0.287 0.255 –1.124 0.261

College (relative to high school or 
less)

–0.178 0.257 –0.693 0.488

Non-Hispanic Black/African 
American (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

–0.285 0.311 –0.916 0.359

Hispanic (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

0.028 0.281 0.098 0.922

Voted (relative to did not vote) 0.291 0.271 1.072 0.284
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Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Democrat (relative to independent) 0.707 0.194 3.647 0

Republican (relative to 
independent)

–0.39 0.19 –2.05 0.04

Competence (local newspapers) 0.029 0.335 0.088 0.93

Integrity (local newspapers) –0.295 0.335 –0.881 0.378

Delegation (local newspapers) –0.337 0.379 –0.888 0.375

Accuracy (local newspapers) –0.144 0.331 –0.435 0.664

Relevance (local newspapers) 0.404 0.658 0.614 0.539

Completeness (local newspapers) –0.394 0.329 –1.201 0.23

Balance (local newspapers) –1.136 0.648 –1.754 0.08

Competence (all other) 0.126 0.556 0.226 0.821

Integrity (all other) –0.228 0.527 –0.433 0.665

Delegation (all other) 0.565 0.653 0.865 0.387

Performance (all other) 0.767 0.327 2.343 0.019

Accuracy (all other) 0.106 0.558 0.19 0.849

Transparency (all other) 0.164 0.265 0.621 0.535

Efficiency (all other) –0.029 0.324 –0.09 0.928

Relevance (all other) 0.536 0.832 0.644 0.519

Completeness (all other) 0.028 0.403 0.069 0.945

Balance (all other) –0.128 0.709 –0.18 0.857

NOTES: Positive coefficients correspond to increased probability of “trust.” Analysis 
based on a sample size of n = 1,005.

Table A.16—Continued
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Table A.17
Logistic Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with 
Dichotomous Trust in Cable Television News 

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 0.085 0.87 0.098 0.922

Female (relative to male) –0.003 0.148 –0.02 0.984

Age 0.026 0.006 4.375 0

Employed (relative to not employed) 0.17 0.172 0.99 0.322

Some college (relative to high school 
or less)

–0.356 0.237 –1.501 0.133

College (relative to high school or 
less)

–0.43 0.235 –1.828 0.068

Non-Hispanic Black/African 
American (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

–0.018 0.285 –0.063 0.95

Hispanic (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

0.667 0.261 2.556 0.011

Voted (relative to did not vote) –0.39 0.269 –1.452 0.146

Democrat (relative to independent) 0.727 0.169 4.306 0

Republican (relative to independent) 0.044 0.19 0.231 0.817

Competence (cable television news) 0.819 0.295 2.779 0.005

Integrity (cable television news) –0.807 0.262 –3.087 0.002

Delegation (cable television news) 0.119 0.313 0.38 0.704

Accuracy (cable television news) –0.487 0.255 –1.909 0.056

Relevance (cable television news) 0.566 0.548 1.033 0.301

Completeness (cable television 
news)

–0.088 0.26 –0.339 0.735

Balance (cable television news) –1.482 0.502 –2.953 0.003

Competence (all other) 0.198 0.485 0.408 0.684

Integrity (all other) –0.163 0.44 –0.37 0.712

Delegation (all other) 0.409 0.578 0.707 0.479
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Table A.17—Continued

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Performance (all other) 0.194 0.286 0.679 0.497

Accuracy (all other) –0.118 0.491 –0.24 0.81

Transparency (all other) –0.231 0.24 –0.961 0.336

Efficiency (all other) 0.052 0.3 0.173 0.863

Relevance (all other) –0.098 0.677 –0.145 0.885

Completeness (all other) 0.272 0.375 0.724 0.469

Balance (all other) –1.326 0.606 –2.189 0.029

NOTES: Positive coefficients correspond to increased probability of “trust.” Analysis 
based on a sample size of n = 1,004.
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Table A.18
Logistic Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with 
Dichotomous Trust in Broadcast Television News

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept –0.826 1.175 –0.703 0.482

Female (relative to male) 0.077 0.157 0.49 0.624

Age 0.009 0.006 1.517 0.129

Employed (relative to not employed) 0.616 0.184 3.349 0.001

Some college (relative to high school 
or less)

–0.629 0.25 –2.516 0.012

College (Relative to high school or 
less)

–0.374 0.249 –1.502 0.133

Non-Hispanic Black/African 
American (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

0.033 0.314 0.105 0.916

Hispanic (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

0.379 0.284 1.335 0.182

Intercept –0.826 1.175 –0.703 0.482

Female (relative to male) 0.077 0.157 0.49 0.624

Age 0.009 0.006 1.517 0.129

Employed (relative to not employed) 0.616 0.184 3.349 0.001

Some college (relative to high school 
or less)

–0.629 0.25 –2.516 0.012

College (relative to high school or 
less)

–0.374 0.249 –1.502 0.133

Non-Hispanic Black/African 
American (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

0.033 0.314 0.105 0.916

Hispanic (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

0.379 0.284 1.335 0.182

Voted (relative to did not vote) –0.401 0.282 –1.423 0.155

Democrat (relative to independent) 1.214 0.193 6.279 0

Republican (relative to independent) –0.642 0.191 –3.372 0.001
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Table A.18—Continued

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Competence (broadcast television 
news)

0.839 0.307 2.732 0.006

Integrity (broadcast television news) –0.581 0.295 –1.967 0.049

Delegation (broadcast television 
news)

–0.05 0.348 –0.142 0.887

Accuracy (broadcast television news) 0.002 0.286 0.006 0.995

Relevance (broadcast television 
news)

0.444 0.571 0.778 0.437

Completeness (broadcast television 
news)

–0.161 0.294 –0.547 0.584

Balance (broadcast television news) –1.052 0.555 –1.893 0.058

Competence (all other) 1.102 0.605 1.821 0.069

Integrity (all other) –0.031 0.575 –0.054 0.957

Delegation (all other) 0.894 0.71 1.259 0.208

Performance (all other) 0.457 0.32 1.428 0.153

Accuracy (all other) 0.788 0.634 1.243 0.214

Transparency (all other) 0.255 0.273 0.933 0.351

Efficiency (all other) –0.225 0.332 –0.677 0.498

Relevance (all other) 1.12 0.929 1.205 0.228

Completeness (all other) 0.213 0.449 0.475 0.635

Balance (all other) –0.453 0.775 –0.585 0.558

NOTES: Positive coefficients correspond to increased probability of “trust.” Analysis 
based on a sample size of n = 1,004.
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Table A.19
Logistic Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with 
Dichotomous Trust in Social Media 

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept –0.954 0.868 –1.098 0.272

Female (relative to male) –0.048 0.154 –0.313 0.754

Age –0.001 0.006 –0.122 0.903

Employed (relative to not 
employed)

–0.267 0.174 –1.53 0.126

Some college (relative to high 
school or less)

–0.459 0.233 –1.965 0.049

College (relative to high school 
or less)

–0.492 0.234 –2.107 0.035

Non-Hispanic Black/African 
American (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

0.747 0.275 2.713 0.007

Hispanic (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

0.981 0.245 4.006 0

Voted (relative to did not vote) 0.38 0.274 1.385 0.166

Democrat (relative to 
independent)

0.015 0.177 0.086 0.931

Republican (relative to 
independent)

0.49 0.196 2.495 0.013

Competence (social media) –0.208 0.255 –0.817 0.414

Integrity (social media) –0.551 0.247 –2.233 0.026

Delegation (social media) 0.329 0.296 1.11 0.267

Accuracy (social media) –0.829 0.239 –3.464 0.001

Relevance (social media) 1.34 0.488 2.744 0.006

Completeness (social media) –0.156 0.24 –0.649 0.516

Balance (social media) –0.792 0.637 –1.244 0.214

Competence (all other) 0.433 0.456 0.95 0.342

Integrity (all other) 0.593 0.461 1.287 0.198
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Table A.19—Continued

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Delegation (all other) 1.167 0.545 2.143 0.032

Performance (all other) –0.135 0.304 –0.444 0.657

Accuracy (all other) 0.526 0.486 1.083 0.279

Transparency (all other) –0.553 0.258 –2.144 0.032

Efficiency (all other) 0.16 0.304 0.527 0.598

Relevance (all other) 0.489 0.688 0.711 0.477

Completeness (all other) 0.339 0.349 0.97 0.332

Balance (all other) –0.043 0.544 –0.08 0.936

NOTES: Positive coefficients correspond to increased probability of “trust.” Analysis 
based on a sample size of n = 1,004.
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Table A.20
Correlations Between Domains of Trust in National Newspapers

Competence Integrity Delegation Accuracy Relevance Completeness Balance

Competence 1 –0.348 –0.134 –0.13 0.069 –0.114 –0.184

Integrity –0.348 1 0.169 0.072 –0.305 –0.274 –0.236

Delegation –0.134 0.169 1 –0.033 –0.146 –0.316 –0.295

Accuracy –0.13 0.072 –0.033 1 –0.294 –0.133 –0.206

Relevance 0.069 –0.305 –0.146 –0.294 1 –0.074 –0.168

Completeness –0.114 –0.274 –0.316 –0.133 –0.074 1 –0.084

Balance –0.184 –0.236 –0.295 –0.206 –0.168 –0.084 1
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Table A.21
Correlations Between Domains of Trust in Local Newspapers

Competence Integrity Delegation Accuracy Relevance Completeness Balance

Competence 1 –0.228 –0.154 –0.135 –0.096 –0.117 –0.12

Integrity –0.228 1 0.204 0.104 –0.297 –0.264 –0.306

Delegation –0.154 0.204 1 0.048 –0.236 –0.305 –0.228

Accuracy –0.135 0.104 0.048 1 –0.311 –0.117 –0.311

Relevance –0.096 –0.297 –0.236 –0.311 1 –0.087 –0.079

Completeness –0.117 –0.264 –0.305 –0.117 –0.087 1 –0.07

Balance –0.12 –0.306 –0.228 –0.311 –0.079 –0.07 1
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Table A.22
Correlations Between Domains of Trust in Cable Television News

Competence Integrity Delegation Accuracy Relevance Completeness Balance

Competence 1 –0.196 –0.126 –0.156 0.026 –0.158 –0.122

Integrity –0.196 1 0.136 0.106 –0.332 –0.299 –0.299

Delegation –0.126 0.136 1 0.065 –0.173 –0.306 –0.318

Accuracy –0.156 0.106 0.065 1 –0.286 –0.153 –0.295

Relevance 0.026 –0.332 –0.173 –0.286 1 –0.042 –0.067

Completeness –0.158 –0.299 –0.306 –0.153 –0.042 1 –0.019

Balance –0.122 –0.299 –0.318 –0.295 –0.067 –0.019 1
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Table A.23
Correlations Between Domains of Trust in Broadcast Television News

Competence Integrity Delegation Accuracy Relevance Completeness Balance

Competence 1 –0.191 –0.164 –0.139 0 –0.185 –0.178

Integrity –0.191 1 0.201 0.151 –0.391 –0.273 –0.286

Delegation –0.164 0.201 1 0.09 –0.194 –0.321 –0.271

Accuracy –0.139 0.151 0.09 1 –0.344 –0.14 –0.274

Relevance 0 –0.391 –0.194 –0.344 1 –0.035 –0.073

Completeness –0.185 –0.273 –0.321 –0.14 –0.035 1 –0.029

Balance –0.178 –0.286 –0.271 –0.274 –0.073 –0.029 1
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Table A.24
Correlations Between Domains of Trust in Social Media

Competence Integrity Delegation Accuracy Relevance Completeness Balance

Competence 1 –0.134 –0.141 –0.091 –0.059 –0.167 –0.155

Integrity –0.134 1 0.231 0.05 –0.212 –0.245 –0.418

Delegation –0.141 0.231 1 0.031 –0.113 –0.284 –0.321

Accuracy –0.091 0.05 0.031 1 –0.309 –0.069 –0.233

Relevance –0.059 –0.212 –0.113 –0.309 1 –0.086 –0.057

Completeness –0.167 –0.245 –0.284 –0.069 –0.086 1 –0.099

Balance –0.155 –0.418 –0.321 –0.233 –0.057 –0.099 1
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Table A.25
Regression Coefficients for Individual Characteristics Associated with Trust 
in Military

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 1.377 0.648 2.126 0.034

Female –0.41 0.143 –2.868 0.004

Age: 30–39 0.771 0.427 1.805 0.071

Age: 40–49 1.415 0.425 3.331 0.001

Age: 50–59 1.61 0.407 3.953 0

Age: 60–69 1.692 0.402 4.207 0

Age: 70+ 1.723 0.428 4.031 0

Employed –0.029 0.173 –0.169 0.866

Some college –0.186 0.233 –0.797 0.425

College 0.07 0.232 0.302 0.762

Black/African American –0.023 0.278 –0.081 0.935

Hispanic/Latino –0.046 0.246 –0.188 0.851

Voted 0.766 0.279 2.746 0.006

Voted Trump 0.939 0.236 3.981 0

Democrat –0.026 0.191 –0.138 0.89

Republican 1.104 0.396 2.786 0.005

Democrat, voted Trump –1.141 0.743 –1.536 0.125

Republican, voted Trump –0.594 0.461 –1.289 0.197

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,002.

Military



160    The Drivers of Institutional Trust and Distrust

Table A.27
Logistic Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with 
Dichotomous Trust in Military 

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept –0.679 1.301 –0.522 0.602

Female (relative to male) –0.062 0.22 –0.28 0.78

Age 0.027 0.008 3.324 0.001

Employed (relative to not 
employed)

0.105 0.253 0.416 0.677

Some college (relative to high 
school or less)

–0.838 0.352 –2.382 0.017

College (relative to high school 
or less)

–0.17 0.368 –0.462 0.644

Table A.26
Regression Coefficients for Components Associated with Trust in Military

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Intercept 3.483 0.822 4.235 0

Competence (military) 1.115 0.165 6.744 0

Integrity (military) 0.355 0.163 2.185 0.029

Performance (military) 0.768 0.171 4.493 0

Accuracy (military) –0.476 0.185 –2.579 0.01

Efficiency (military) –0.623 0.203 –3.072 0.002

Completeness (military) –0.655 0.197 –3.332 0.001

Competence (all other) –0.092 0.383 –0.24 0.81

Integrity (all other) –0.048 0.348 –0.137 0.891

Delegation (all other) 0.256 0.461 0.555 0.579

Performance (all other) 0.084 0.225 0.372 0.71

Accuracy (all other) 0.161 0.385 0.418 0.676

Transparency (all other) 0.055 0.219 0.254 0.8

Efficiency (all other) 0.036 0.208 0.172 0.863

Relevance (all other) 0.143 0.606 0.235 0.814

Completeness (all other) 0.392 0.281 1.393 0.164

Balance (all other) 0.776 0.549 1.413 0.158

NOTE: Analysis based on a sample size of n = 1,004.
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Table A.27—Continued

Value
Standard 

Error t-value p-value

Non–Hispanic Black/African 
American (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

0.033 0.366 0.09 0.928

Hispanic (relative to White/
Caucasian or other)

0.127 0.327 0.389 0.697

Voted (relative to did not vote) 0.454 0.324 1.399 0.162

Democrat (relative to 
independent)

–0.263 0.238 –1.106 0.269

Republican (relative to 
independent)

0.521 0.365 1.426 0.154

Competence (military) 1.337 0.291 4.595 0

Integrity (military) 0.532 0.272 1.958 0.05

Performance (military) 0.775 0.268 2.886 0.004

Accuracy (military) –0.297 0.265 –1.118 0.264

Efficiency (military) –0.206 0.281 –0.734 0.463

Completeness (military) –0.467 0.265 –1.765 0.078

Competence (all other) 0.462 0.624 0.74 0.459

Integrity (all other) –0.201 0.551 –0.365 0.715

Delegation (all other) –0.134 0.751 –0.179 0.858

Performance (all other) 0.255 0.375 0.68 0.497

Accuracy (all other) 0.16 0.593 0.27 0.787

Transparency (all other) 0.043 0.345 0.126 0.9

Efficiency (all other) 0.135 0.336 0.403 0.687

Relevance (all other) –0.073 0.949 –0.077 0.939

Completeness (all other) 0.27 0.448 0.603 0.546

Balance (all other) 0.131 0.886 0.148 0.882

NOTES: Positive coefficients correspond to increased probability of “trust.” Analysis 
based on a sample size of n = 1,004.
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Table A.28
Correlations Between Domains of Trust in Military

Competence Integrity Performance Accuracy Efficiency Completeness

Competence 1 –0.064 –0.071 –0.2 –0.178 –0.209

Integrity –0.064 1 –0.022 –0.274 –0.206 –0.244

Performance –0.071 –0.022 1 –0.307 –0.23 –0.273

Accuracy –0.2 –0.274 –0.307 1 0.021 0.151

Efficiency –0.178 –0.206 –0.23 0.021 1 0.048

Completeness –0.209 –0.244 –0.273 0.151 0.048 1
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Table A.29
Correlations Between Trust Items

Congress
National 

Newspapers
Local 

Newspapers

Cable 
Television 

News

Broadcast 
Television 

News Social Media Military

Congress 1 0.17 0.25 0.28 0.2 0.3 0.17

National 
newspapers

0.17 1 0.57 0.48 0.75 0.09 –0.01

Local 
newspapers

0.25 0.57 1 0.37 0.55 0.16 0.18

Cable television 
news

0.28 0.48 0.37 1 0.58 0.31 0.12

Broadcast 
television news

0.2 0.75 0.55 0.58 1 0.17 0.07

Social media 0.3 0.09 0.16 0.31 0.17 1 0.04

Military 0.17 –0.01 0.18 0.12 0.07 0.04 1

O
verall
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Table A.30
Reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) If an Item Is Dropped

Institution Reliability 

Congress 0.75

National newspapers 0.71

Local newspapers 0.71

Cable television news 0.72

Broadcast television news 0.70

Social media 0.77

Military 0.79

NOTE: Reliability based on all items is 0.76.
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APPENDIX B

Methodology

This appendix provides a detailed technical description of the empiri-
cal methods used in this report. We conducted three separate analyses. 
First, we explored the relationship between individual characteristics 
and institutional trust. Put another way, what types of people are most 
likely to have high or low trust in the institutions considered in our 
analysis? Second, we considered the relationship between trust and the 
attributes of the institution, what we call the components of institutional 
trustworthiness. This analysis allows us to say, for example, whether 
trust in government is most strongly influenced by people’s assessment 
of representative integrity, organizational efficiency, or some other 
component in the survey. Third, we assessed the relationship between 
individual characteristics and the components identified as being most 
strongly associated with trust. For this analysis, we assess what types of 
people identify different institutional components as most relevant to 
their formation of attitudes of trust. 

Examining the Relationship Between Individual 
Characteristics and Trust

To better understand the relationship between individual characteris-
tics and trust, we estimated linear regression models predicting trust 
in each institution. These models were estimated jointly to allow for 
the possibility that the trust an individual expresses in one institu-
tion is related to the trust they have in other institutions. Our regres-
sions factored in standard characteristics, such as age groups, gender, 
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employment status, education, race and ethnicity, whether respondents 
reported voting, whether they voted for Trump in 2016, and political 
party identification.

We use linear regression models to estimate the relationship 
between trust in each institution and individual characteristics. Let 
Yi1, Yi2, … , Yi8 represent trust in each of eight institutions for respon-
dent i = 1, … , n, where each Yij can take values in {0, 1, …, 10}. Let Xi 
be the characteristics for respondent i. We let Yi  = X T

i β + ε , for i = (1, 
…, n), with εi~N(0,Σ), to allow for correlation in trust across institu-
tions reported from the same individual, Yi1, Yi2, … , Yi8. Here, β = (β1, 
…, β8) are the eight sets of regression coefficients for X.

The following covariates are used in the model: age, gender, 
employment status, education (college, some college, or other), race 
(Black/African American, Hispanic/Latino, or other), whether the 
respondent voted in the 2016 election, party identification (Republi-
can, Democrat, political independent), whether the respondent voted 
for Trump in the 2016 election, and the interaction between party and 
whether the respondent voted for Trump. We estimate β in the linear 
model and use the estimated coefficients and their standard errors to 
explain how individual characteristics are associated with trust in each 
institution. 

Examining the Relationship Between Factors Affecting 
Trust and Trust

We aim to understand how trust is related to the factors selected as 
important for influencing trust (each component of trustworthiness 
consists of one or more factors). There are 72 factors in total (nine for 
each institution except the military and social media, which have eight 
and ten, respectively). We reduce the 72 factors into 11 components; 
each component combines multiple factors that represent a similar 
construct (e.g., accuracy, integrity). Although one approach to analyz-
ing these data would be to explain trust in each institution separately as 
a function of factors referring to that institution, it is possible that trust 
in one institution is affected by factors associated with another insti-
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tution. For example, individuals who consistently select honesty as an 
important factor influencing their trust across institutions might have 
lower trust in social media. When modeling trust in a given institu-
tion, we create one set of variables for each component that reflect only 
the responses for that institution and another set of variables for each 
component that reflects the responses for all other institutions. This 
allows us to assess how viewing congressional integrity as an important 
component of trustworthiness is associated with trust in Congress, and 
also how viewing integrity as important more generally (as applied to 
other institutions) is associated with trust in Congress. For each com-
ponent, we calculate the percentage of factors in that component that 
were selected by each respondent. We then fit a regression model to 
explain the level of trust in each institution as a function of the assess-
ment of components related to the same institution and as a function 
of the assessment of components related to other institutions.

Examining the Relationship Between Individual 
Characteristics and Factors Affecting Trust

Respondents were asked to select three factors that influenced their 
trust in each institution. We used logistic regressions to estimate the 
relationship between an individual’s characteristics and whether they 
selected each factor to identify the types of people who believe each 
factor is important for trust in each institution. Our regressions fac-
tored in individual characteristics, such as age, gender, employment 
status, education, race and ethnicity, whether respondents reported 
voting and voting for Trump in 2016, and political party identification. 

In this analysis, we explain factors affecting trust as a function 
of individual characteristics. Factors are treated as binary response 
variables (selected versus not selected). For each factor, we use logis-
tic regression models to explain the probability that an individual 
with certain characteristics selects that factor. The logistic regression 
model assumes P(Y = 1) = exp(XT β)/(1 + exp(XT β)), and P(Y = 0) =  
1/(1 + exp(XT β)) where Y represents whether a particular factor was 
selected. The value of a regression coefficient βj can be interpreted as 
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the expected change in the log-odds probability for a one-unit increase 
in the covariate Xj. A positive coefficient βj indicates that as Xj increases,  
P(Y = 1) also does.

We note that the complex missing data pattern present in this 
data set (caused by respondents only being able to select up to three 
factors rather than assessing all of them) requires us to make some 
assumptions. The assumption underlying this approach is that the 
effect of one covariate (e.g., gender) on the outcome variables is the 
same regardless of the values of the other covariates (e.g., race, educa-
tion). If this assumption is satisfied, then the regression model will still 
correctly estimate the effects of covariates even if nonrespondents and 
respondents differ in terms of their characteristics. 

As a sensitivity analysis, we also calculate the probability of select-
ing each factor as a function of individual characteristics, allowing for 
all two-way interaction terms in the regression model for response. We 
then use the inverse of the predicted probabilities of response as weights 
in the logistic regression models for the factor outcomes. Because our 
overall conclusions are consistent across the weighted and unweighted 
models, we report only the unweighted results.
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APPENDIX C

Survey

Here, we provide the complete text of our survey. Data are available on 
the ALP website and can be found in survey number 496.1 Program-
ming notes are listed in italics.

c_trust

Attitudes toward various government institutions can range from trust 
to distrust. Using a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 indicates complete 
trust and 0 indicates complete distrust (so 5 would indicate that you 
neither trust nor distrust), please indicate your level of trust with the 
United States Congress.

1 RAND Corporation, undated. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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c_factors

What are the primary factors that contribute to your current level of 
trust or distrust in the United States Congress? Please select three fac-
tors (total) and indicate how they affect your level of trust. 

c_change

How has your trust of the U.S. Congress changed over the past 12 
months? 

1.	 Increase
2.	 Decrease
3.	 No Change

IF c_change = Increase OR c_change = Decrease THEN

Increases  
My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

The skills and knowledge of congressional 
representatives

Degree of honesty or dishonesty of congressional 
representatives

Extent to which congressional decisions do or do not 
match my interests and preferences/opinions

Extent to which congressional representatives do or do 
not act in the interests of the nation before their own 
interests

How much Congress has or has not accomplished in the 
past 12 months

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information provided by 
Congress

Transparency/openness or lack of transparency/
openness of information provided by Congress

My assessment/view of how well or poorly Congress uses 
my tax dollars

The specific issues that Congress has or has not 
addressed or debated this year

Other______________________
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c_factors_change

What are the primary reasons for the change? Please select three factors 
(total) and indicate how they have contributed to the change in your 
level of trust in the United States Congress.

st_trust 

Using a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 indicates complete trust and 0 
indicates complete distrust (so 5 would indicate that you neither trust, 
nor distrust), please indicate your level of trust with the state and local 
government.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

The skills and knowledge of congressional 
representatives

Degree of honesty or dishonesty of congressional 
representatives

Extent to which congressional decisions do or do not 
match my interests and preferences/opinions

Extent to which congressional representatives do or do 
not act in the interests of the nation before their own 
interests

How much Congress has or has not accomplished in the 
past 12 months

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information provided by 
Congress

Transparency/openness or lack of transparency/
openness of information provided by Congress

My assessment/view of how well or poorly Congress uses 
my tax dollars

The specific issues that Congress has or has not 
addressed or debated this year

Other______________________

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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st_factors 

What are the primary factors that contribute to your current level of 
trust or distrust in the state and local government? Please select three 
factors (total) and indicate how they affect your level of trust.

st_change 

How has your trust of the state and local government changed over the 
past 12 months? 

1.	 Increase
2.	 Decrease
3.	 No Change

IF st_change = Increase OR st_change = Decrease THEN

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

The skills and knowledge of state and local government 
representatives

Degree of honesty or dishonesty of state and local 
government representative

Extent to which state and local government decisions do 
or do not match my interests and preferences/opinions

Extent to which state and local government 
representatives do or do not act in the interests of the 
state/local community before their own interests

My assessment/opinion of how much state and local 
government has or has not accomplished within the past 
12 months

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information provided by state 
and local government

Transparency/openness or lack of transparency/
openness of information provided by state and local 
government

My assessment/view of how well or poorly state and 
local government uses my tax dollars

The specific issues your state and local government have 
or have not addressed or debated this year

Other______________________
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st_factors_change 

What are the primary reasons for the change? Please select three factors 
(total) and indicate how they have contributed to the change in your 
level of trust of state and local government.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

The skills and knowledge of state and local government 
representatives

Degree of honesty or dishonesty of state and local 
government representative

Extent to which state and local government decisions do 
or do not match my interests and preferences/opinions

Extent to which state and local government 
representatives do or do not act in the interests of the 
state/local community before their own interests

My assessment/opinion of how much state and local 
government has or has not accomplished within the past 
12 months

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information provided by state 
and local government

Transparency/openness or lack of transparency/
openness of information provided by state and local 
government

My assessment/view of how well or poorly state and 
local government uses my tax dollars

The specific issues your state and local government have 
or have not addressed or debated this year

Other______________________
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nn_trust 

Attitudes toward various types of media range from trust to distrust. 
Using a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 indicates complete trust and 0 
indicates complete distrust (so 5 would indicate that you neither trust, 
nor distrust), please indicate your level of trust with national news-
papers (e.g., as The New York Times, Chicago Tribune, Washington 
Post, Wall Street Journal, USA Today, etc.). 

nn_factors 

What are the primary factors that contribute to your current level of 
trust or distrust in national newspapers? Please select three factors 
(total) and indicate how they affect your level of trust.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information (Does it get the 
story right?)

Whether information does or does not match my beliefs 
or opinions

Honesty/dishonesty of reporters and journalists

The skills and knowledge of reporters and journalists

Completeness/incompleteness of information (Is 
coverage comprehensive and detailed?) 

Extent to which information provided is or is not 
balanced in its presentation (Is the information overly 
biased or sensationalized)

Relevance/irrelevance of information (Is information 
related to important ongoing issues?)

Timeliness of information

Variety of topics covered

Other______________________

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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nn_change 

How has your trust of national newspapers changed over the past 12 
months?

1.	 Increase
2.	 Decrease
3.	 No Change

IF nn_change = Increase OR nn_change = Decrease THEN

nn_factors_change 

What are the primary reasons for the change? Please select three factors 
(total) and indicate how they have contributed to the change in your 
level of trust of national newspapers.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information (Does it get the 
story right?)

Whether information does or does not match my beliefs 
or opinions

Honesty/dishonesty of reporters and journalists

The skills and knowledge of reporters and journalists

Completeness/incompleteness of information (Is 
coverage comprehensive and detailed?) 

Extent to which information provided is or is not 
balanced in its presentation (Is the information overly 
biased or sensationalized)

Relevance/irrelevance of information (Is information 
related to important ongoing issues?)

Timeliness of information

Variety of topics covered

Other______________________
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ln_trust

Using a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 indicates complete trust and 0 
indicates complete distrust (so 5 would indicate that you neither trust, 
nor distrust), please indicate your level of trust of local newspapers. 

ln_factors 

What are the primary factors that contribute to your current level of 
trust or distrust in local newspapers? Please select three factors (total) 
and indicate how they affect your level of trust. 

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information (Does it get the 
story right?)

Whether information does or does not match my beliefs 
or opinions

Honesty/dishonesty of reporters and journalists

The skills and knowledge of reporters and journalists

Completeness/incompleteness of information (Is 
coverage comprehensive and detailed?) 

Extent to which information provided is or is not 
balanced in its presentation (Is the information overly 
biased or sensationalized)

Relevance/irrelevance of information (Is information 
related to important ongoing issues?)

Timeliness of information

Variety of topics covered

Other______________________

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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ln_change 

How has your trust of local newspapers changed over the past 12 
months?

1.	 Increase
2.	 Decrease
3.	 No Change

IF ln_change = Increase OR ln_change = Decrease THEN

ln_factors_change 

What are the primary reasons for the change? Please select three factors 
(total) and indicate how they have contributed to the change in your 
level of trust of local newspapers.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information (Does it get the 
story right?)

Whether information does or does not match my beliefs 
or opinions

Honesty/dishonesty of reporters and journalists

The skills and knowledge of reporters and journalists

Completeness/incompleteness of information (Is 
coverage comprehensive and detailed?) 

Extent to which information provided is or is not 
balanced in its presentation (Is the information overly 
biased or sensationalized)

Relevance/irrelevance of information (Is information 
related to important ongoing issues?)

Timeliness of information

Variety of topics covered

Other______________________
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cn_trust 

Using a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 indicates complete trust and 0 
indicates complete distrust (so 5 would indicate that you neither trust, 
nor distrust), please indicate your level of trust with cable news (e.g., 
CNN, Fox News, MSNBC)? 

cn_factors 

What are the primary factors that contribute to your current level of 
trust or distrust in the cable news? Please select three factors (total) and 
indicate how they affect your level of trust. 

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information (Does it get the 
story right?)

Whether information does or does not match my beliefs 
or opinions

Honesty/dishonesty of reporters and journalists

The skills and knowledge of reporters and journalists

Completeness/incompleteness of information (Is 
coverage comprehensive and detailed?) 

Extent to which information provided is or is not 
balanced in its presentation (Is the information overly 
biased or sensationalized?)

Relevance/irrelevance of information (Is information 
related to important ongoing issues?)

Timeliness of information

Variety of topics covered

Other______________________
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cn_change

How has your trust of cable news changed over the past 12 months?
1.	 Increase
2.	 Decrease
3.	 No Change

IF cn_change = Increase OR cn_change = Decrease THEN

cn_factors_change 

What are the primary factors that have contributed to this change? 
Please select three factors (total) and indicate how they have contrib-
uted to this change in your of trust of cable news.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information (Does it get the 
story right?)

Whether information does or does not match my beliefs 
or opinions

Honesty/dishonesty of reporters and journalists

The skills and knowledge of reporters and journalists

Completeness/incompleteness of information (Is 
coverage comprehensive and detailed?) 

Extent to which information provided is or is not 
balanced in its presentation (Is the information overly 
biased or sensationalized?)

Relevance/irrelevance of information (Is information 
related to important ongoing issues?)

Timeliness of information

Variety of topics covered

Other______________________
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tv_trust 

Using a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 indicates complete trust and 0 
indicates complete distrust (so 5 would indicate that you neither trust, 
nor distrust), please indicate your level of trust of network television 
news (e.g., ABC, NBC, CBS)?

tv_factors 

What are the primary factors that contribute to your current level of 
trust or distrust in the network television news? Please select three fac-
tors (total) and indicate how they affect your level of trust.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information (Does it get the 
story right?)

Whether information does or does not match my beliefs 
or opinions

Honesty/dishonesty of reporters and journalists

The skills and knowledge of reporters and journalists

Completeness/incompleteness of information (Is 
coverage comprehensive and detailed?) 

Extent to which information provided is or is not 
balanced in its presentation (Is the information overly 
biased or sensationalized?)

Relevance/irrelevance of information (Is information 
related to important ongoing issues?)

Timeliness of information

Variety of topics covered

Other______________________
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tv_change 
How has your trust of network television news changed over the past 
12 months?

1.	 Increase
2.	 Decrease
3.	 No Change

IF tv_change = Increase OR tv_change = Decrease THEN

tv_factors_change 

What are the primary reasons for the change? Please select three factors 
(total) and indicate how they have contributed to the change in your 
level of trust of network television news.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information (Does it get the 
story right?)

Whether information does or does not match my beliefs 
or opinions

Honesty/dishonesty of reporters and journalists

The skills and knowledge of reporters and journalists

Completeness/incompleteness of information (Is 
coverage comprehensive and detailed?) 

Extent to which information provided is or is not 
balanced in its presentation (Is the information overly 
biased or sensationalized?)

Relevance/irrelevance of information (Is information 
related to important ongoing issues?)

Timeliness of information

Variety of topics covered

Other______________________
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sm_trust

Using a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 indicates complete trust and 0 indi-
cates complete distrust (so 5 would indicate that you neither trust, nor 
distrust), please indicate your level of trust in social media platforms as 
news providers (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, Reddit, 
etc.). Here we are interested in how much you trust social media plat-
forms in general, not information posted by specific individuals.

sm_factors 

What are the primary factors that contribute to your current level of 
trust or distrust in the social media platforms? Please select three fac-
tors (total) and indicate how they affect your level of trust.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information (Does it get the 
story right?)

Whether information does or does not match my beliefs 
or opinions

Honesty/dishonesty of reporters and journalists

The skills and knowledge of reporters and journalists

Completeness/incompleteness of information (Is 
coverage comprehensive and detailed?) 

Extent to which information provided is or is not 
balanced in its presentation (Is the information overly 
biased or sensationalized?)

Relevance/irrelevance of information (Is information 
related to important ongoing issues?)

Timeliness of information

Variety of topics covered

Diversity of sources (Are you exposed to information 
from a variety of news outlets, personal connections 
(friends and family), platform recommendations, 
sponsored content, etc.?)

Other______________________
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sm_change 

How has your trust of social media platforms as news providers changed 
over the past 12 months?

1.	 Increase
2.	 Decrease
3.	 No Change

IF sm_change = Increase OR sm_change = Decrease THEN

sm_factors_change

What are the primary reasons for the change? Please select three factors 
(total) and indicate how they have contributed to the change in your 
level of trust of social media platforms as news providers.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information (Does it get the 
story right?)

Whether information does or does not match my beliefs 
or opinions

Honesty/dishonesty of reporters and journalists

The skills and knowledge of reporters and journalists

Completeness/incompleteness of information (Is 
coverage comprehensive and detailed?) 

Extent to which information provided is or is not 
balanced in its presentation (Is the information overly 
biased or sensationalized?)

Relevance/irrelevance of information (Is information 
related to important ongoing issues?)

Timeliness of information

Variety of topics covered

Diversity of sources (Are you exposed to information 
from a variety of news outlets, personal connections 
(friends and family), platform recommendations, 
sponsored content, etc.?)

Other______________________
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mi_trust 

Attitudes toward the United States military can range from trust to 
distrust. Using a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 indicates complete trust 
and 0 indicates complete distrust (so 5 would indicate that you neither 
trust, nor distrust), please indicate your level of trust with the U.S. 
military? 

mi_factors 

What are the primary factors that contribute to your current level of 
trust or distrust in the U.S. military? Please select three factors (total) 
and indicate how they affect your level of trust.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Effectiveness/ineffectiveness at preventing attack on 
U.S. homeland and U.S. property overseas

Size and strength of the U.S. military

Professionalism or lack thereof of U.S. soldiers

Honesty/dishonesty of military leaders

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information provided by the U.S. 
military (Do they disclose facts accurately?)

Extent to which information provided by the U.S. 
military is or is not comprehensive (Do they provide 
information as transparently and openly as possible?)

Skills and knowledge of U.S. military personnel and 
leaders 

My assessment/view of how well or poorly the U.S. 
military uses my tax dollars

Other______________________
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mi_change 

How has your trust of the U.S. military changed over the past 12 months?
1.	 Increase
2.	 Decrease
3.	 No Change

IF mi_change = Increase OR mi_change = Decrease THEN

mi_factors_change 

What are the primary factors that have contributed to this change? 
Please select three factors (total) and indicate how they affect your level 
of trust in the United States military.

Increases 
 My Trust

Decreases 
 My Trust

Effectiveness/ineffectiveness at preventing attack on 
U.S. homeland and U.S. property overseas

Size and strength of the U.S. military

Professionalism or lack thereof of U.S. soldiers

Honesty/dishonesty of military leaders

Accuracy/inaccuracy of information provided by the U.S. 
military (Do they disclose facts accurately?)

Extent to which information provided by the U.S. 
military is or is not comprehensive (Do they provide 
information as transparently and openly as possible?)

Skills and knowledge of U.S. military personnel and 
leaders 

My assessment/view of how well or poorly the U.S. 
military uses my tax dollars

Other______________________
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CS_001 

Could you tell us how interesting or uninteresting you found the ques-
tions in this interview?

1.	 Very interesting
2.	 Interesting
3.	 Neither interesting nor uninteresting
4.	 Uninteresting
5.	 Very uninteresting

CS_003 

Do you have any other comments on the interview? Please type these 
in the box below. (If you have no comments, please click next to com-
plete this survey.)
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APPENDIX D

Graphs and Figures: Trust in Media and Trust in 
Military

This appendix contains the graphs and figures (Figures D.1–D.18) for 
the analysis of trust in the media (Chapter Five) and the military (Chap-
ter Six) drawn from results of the ALP survey conducted in April 2019. 

Figure D.1
Distribution of Reported Levels of Trust in National Newspapers
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distrust.
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Figure D.2
Distribution of Reported Levels of Trust in Local Newspapers

NOTES: n = 1,008. 0 indicates complete distrust, 10 complete trust, 5 neither trust nor 
distrust.
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Figure D.3
Distribution of Reported Levels of Trust in Cable Television News

NOTES: n = 1,008. 0 indicates complete distrust, 10 complete trust, 5 neither trust nor 
distrust.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Pe
rc

en
ta

g
e 

o
f 

re
sp

o
n

d
en

ts

Level of reported trust/distrust in cable television news

9.6

6.1

10.1 11 10.6

26.7

8 9
6

2.6
0.6



Graphs and Figures    189

Figure D.4
Distribution of Reported Levels of Trust in Broadcast Television News

NOTES: n = 1,008. 0 indicates complete distrust, 10 complete trust, 5 neither trust nor 
distrust.
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Figure D.5
Distribution of Reported Levels of Trust in Social Media

NOTES: n = 1,008. 0 indicates complete distrust, 10 complete trust, 5 neither trust nor 
distrust.
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Figure D.6
Distribution of Reported Levels of Trust in the Military

NOTES: n = 1,008. 0 indicates complete distrust, 10 complete trust, 5 neither trust nor 
distrust.
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Figure D.7
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Respondent Characteristics and the Level of Trust in National 
Newspapers
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NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared with 
women), under the age of 30 (compared with older age groups), who are not 
working (compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared 
with more educated), are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did 
not vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather 
than as Democrats or Republicans. “Voted” captures the effect of voting on trust, 
and “Voted Trump” constitutes the additional effect of voting for Trump on trust. 
Except where noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level.
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Figure D.8
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Respondent Characteristics and the Level of Trust in Local 
Newspapers

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared with 
women), under the age of 30 (compared with older age groups), who are not 
working (compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared 
with more educated), are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did 
not vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather 
than as Democrats or Republicans. “Voted” captures the effect of voting on trust, 
and “Voted Trump” constitutes the additional effect of voting for Trump on trust. 
Except where noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level.
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Figure D.9
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Respondent Characteristics and the Level of Trust in Cable 
Television News

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared with 
women), under the age of 30 (compared with older age groups), who are not 
working (compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared 
with more educated), are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared to other races), did 
not vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather 
than as Democrats or Republicans. “Voted” captures the effect of voting on trust, 
and “Voted Trump” constitutes the additional effect of voting for Trump on trust. 
Except where noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level.
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Figure D.10
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Respondent Characteristics and the Level of Trust in Broadcast 
Television News
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and “Voted Trump” constitutes the additional effect of voting for Trump on trust. 
Except where noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level.
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Figure D.11
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Respondent Characteristics and the Level of Trust in Social Media

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared with 
women), under the age of 30 (compared with older age groups), who are not 
working (compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared 
with more educated), are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did 
not vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather 
than as Democrats or Republicans. “Voted” captures the effect of voting on trust, 
and “Voted Trump” constitutes the additional effect of voting for Trump on trust. 
Except where noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level.
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Figure D.12
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Components of Trustworthiness and the Level of Trust in National 
Newspapers
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Figure D.13
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Components of Trustworthiness and the Level of Trust in Local 
Newspapers
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(compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather than as 
Democrats or Republicans. Except where noted, the threshold for statistical signifi-
cance is at the 0.05 level.
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Figure D.14
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Components of Trustworthiness and the Level of Trust in Cable 
Television News
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Democrats or Republicans. Except where noted, the threshold for statistical signifi-
cance is at the 0.05 level.
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Figure D.15
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship Between 
Components of Trustworthiness and the Level of Trust in Broadcast Television 
News
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cance is at the 0.05 level.
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Figure D.16
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Components of Trustworthiness and the Level of Trust in Social 
Media
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education), are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did not vote 
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Democrats or Republicans. Except where noted, the threshold for statistical signifi-
cance is at the 0.05 level.
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Figure D.17
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Individual Characteristics and the Level of Trust in the Military

NOTES: All results relative to referent group, identified to be men (compared with 
women), under the age of 30 (compared with older age groups), who are not 
working (compared with employed), have a high school degree or less (compared 
with more educated), are White/Caucasian or Asian (compared with other races), did 
not vote (compared with voters), and self-identify as politically independent rather 
than as Democrats or Republicans. “Voted” captures the effect of voting on trust, 
and “Voted Trump” constitutes the additional effect of voting for Trump on trust. 
Except where noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level. 
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Figure D.18
Results from Linear Regression Models Estimating the Relationship 
Between Components of Trustworthiness and the Level of Trust in the 
Military
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Democrats or Republicans. “Voted” captures the effect of voting on trust, and “Voted 
Trump” constitutes the additional effect of voting for Trump on trust. Except where 
noted, the threshold for statistical significance is at the 0.05 level.
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