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Corruption: Reasons for the Decline of
Political Trust
Mariano Torcal1* and Pablo Christmann2

1Departamento de Ciencias Políticas y Sociales, Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona, Spain, 2Department: Monitoring Society
and Social Change, GESIS - Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences, Mannheim, Germany

We test the importance of responsiveness, performance and corruption to explain the
evolution of political trust in Spain between 1997 and 2019. To this end, the study analyses
two longitudinal datasets, namely, a repeated cross-sectional dataset from the Spanish
samples of Eurobarometer and an individual-level panel survey conducted during a period
of economic recovery in 2015. The study finds that perceptions about political corruption
and responsivenessmatter greatly in shaping political trust and to a lesser extent economic
performance. Although the Great Recession is likely responsible for the sharp decline in
trust towards political parties and the parliament between 2008 and 2012, the analysis
suggests that trust in representative institutions remains low even after the Recession
because of a series of devastating corruption incidents and a perceived lack of
responsiveness of the political system. On the other hand, the study finds indications
that trust in the judicial system might have been mainly affected by perceptions of
corruption.

Keywords: political trust, corruption, political responsiveness, political process, economic performance, Spain

INTRODUCTION

Political trust is in decline in many contemporary democracies. Indeed, the growing literature on political
trust has already taught us much about the manifold causes of this downturn. Economic and social
performance is at the top of this list, especially in Europe where, in the aftermath of the 2008 Great
Recession, the economic and social crises had been put forward as one main explanation (Ellinas and
Lamprianou, 2014; Dotti Sani and Magistro, 2016; Van Erkel and Van Der Meer, 2016; Dustmann et al.,
2017; Foster and Frieden, 2017; Van der Meer, 2017; Ruelens, et al., 2018) together with the fiscal crisis
and its consequences in terms of welfare retrenchment (Polavieja, 2013; Kumlin and Haugsgjerd, 2017).
Other scholars have stressed the significance of the shortcomings of the political process (Grimes, 2006;
Van derMeer, 2010; Hakhverdian andMayne, 2012; Chang, 2013; Bauhr andGrimes, 2014; Torcal, 2017;
Van der Meer and Hakhverdian, 2017). These shortcomings are manifested in citizens’ perceptions that
political actors are not responsive to their demands and concerns which, in turn, have a negative effect on
political trust (Torcal 2014; Linde and Peters, 2020). Finally, political trust has also been linked to political
corruption (Della Porta, 2000; Pharr, 2000; Uslaner, 2002; Uslaner, 2017).

However, only limited evidence exists on how each of these factors shapes political trust over time.
This study contributes to the debate by providing two complementary longitudinal analyses of these
factors in Spain: we first analyse a pooled dataset based on the Spanish samples of the Eurobarometer
between 1997 and 2019, where our focus lies at the contextual-level. The rest of the analysis is based
on an individual-level panel survey during 2015.
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The case of Spain is well-suited for testing the effects of the
three factors on political trust, as periods of political stability and
economic growth have alternated periods of great economic and
political distress. Moreover, political trust has declined
substantially since 2008 despite its already low levels,
becoming one of the European countries with the lowest levels
of political trust (Torcal and Christmann, 2020). By the end of
2019, only one in 10 citizens expressed trust in the representative
institutions of the Spanish state.1 This renders it an interesting
country to study.

This remarkable decline in political trust in Spain has opened a
debate on its causes, reflecting the larger debates in this field of
study. Some scholars attribute it to the 2008 Great Recession and
its social consequences that were particularly harsh in Spain
(Polavieja, 2013). Other authors blame the defective
functioning of the political process during the crisis (Orriols
and Cordero, 2016). In this latter line of thought, the economic
crisis and the subsequent austerity measures constituted a ‘stress
test’ of Spanish democracy in the eyes of most of its citizens,
resulting in a negative assessment of its functioning (Torcal,
2014).

Yet there also exists a third, alternative explanation for the
deterioration of political trust in Spain: the great political distress
caused by a series of major corruption scandals in the 2010s. In
2012, the newly elected conservative Prime Minister, Mariano
Rajoy, not only faced the debt crisis but also was confronted with
a series of corruption scandals related to the illegal funding of his
political party, the Partido Popular (PP), and the subsequent
salience of the topic in the political agenda (Orriols and Cordero,
2016). Scandals also affected, although to a lesser extent, other
political parties, such as the Partido Socialista Obrero Español
(PSOE) in the Andalusian region and Convergencia i Unió (CiU),
the former conservative Catalan nationalist party.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows: First, a
summary of the literature is provided and focuses on the three
explanatory factors to elucidate political trust and on which the
study formulates empirical expectations/hypotheses. Second, the
Spanish case is described to provide in-depth information about
the manifold corruption incidents that haunted Spanish politics
in the previous decade. The third section describes the research
design, the model specification, the datasets employed and the
results of two complementary analyses. The last section concludes
and puts the empirical findings into perspective.

ARGUMENTS AND HYPOTHESES

In recent academic debates, scholars often emphasise
“performance” evaluations when it comes to explaining trends
in political trust in contemporary democracies. Here, experts
often adopt a “trust-as-evaluation” approach, in which people
tend to trust institutions more or less following rational
calculations and depending on how trustworthy they perceive

each institution in relation to its benchmarks (van der Meer and
Hakhverdian, 2017). Attention is directed towards aspects related
to the output-side of the political system, that is it, whether the
(democratic) government is effective and performs well, ensuring
wealth and affluence (Scharpf, 1999; Rothstein, 2009; Martini and
Quaranta, 2020).

The stark decline of political trust among the worst affected
countries of the 2008 economic and fiscal crisis helped to confirm
the idea that people change their attitudes because of
instrumental evaluations of economic and social conditions.
Hence, political trust at the societal-level depends on the
institutional capacity to meet and represent citizens’ social and
economic needs and demands, which are mostly rooted in socio-
economic (self-) interest. Thus, economic stewardship is typically
identified as a leading cause of trust: when citizens are dissatisfied
with economic performance, distrust of government ensues,
whereas the reverse effect is produced when economic
prosperity abounds (Hetherington, 1998; Citrin and Luks,
2001; Listhaug, 2006; Offe, 2006).

This effect could be based on two different logics or
mechanisms: one direct and one more indirect. The first may
be the result of citizens’ sociotropic considerations of the general
situation, such as their retrospective evaluation of the country’s
economy (Listhaugh and Wiberg, 1995; Miller and Listhaug,
1999; Newton and Norris, 2000; Newton, 2007). In addition,
awareness of the depth of the economic crisis is likely to create
uncertainty about individual economic futures as well, leading
many to feel economically vulnerable (Mughan and Lacy, 2002),
negatively affecting institutional trust. Thus, further instrumental
economic calculations of the people could also be intertwined
with these general evaluations of output performance, affecting
institutional trust. Individual experiences of economic hardship
can reduce citizens’ degree of trust in institutions whether lasting
or transitory (Clarke et al., 1993; Brooks and Manza, 2007). In
accordance, recent studies have shown that fluctuations in
economic performance affect the levels of political trust over
time (Dotti Sani and Magistro, 2016; Van Erkel and Van der
Meer, 2016; Van der Meer, 2017; Ruelens, et al., 2018). Finally,
following the same logic (Rothstein, 2003; Kumlin, 2004), some
authors have also linked the present welfare state retrenchment
(Alesina and Wacziarg, 2000; Kumlin and Haugsgjerd, 2017) and
the experience of unemployment (Gallie, 1994; Polavieja, 2013)
with declining trends in institutional trust. Thus, social and
economic performance evaluations can affect institutional trust
and such a decline in trust could be the product of more
instrumental evaluations of the personal consequences of the
crisis.

Alternatively, several studies also argued that political
institutions are increasingly perceived as unresponsive to
citizens’ demands (Norris, 2011; Hakhverdian and Mayne,
2012; Harteveld et al., 2013) and that the decrease in political
trust is a symptom of perceived deficits in the functioning of the
political process (Alesina and Wacziarg, 2000; Pharr et al., 2000).
This process-oriented research was initiated by (Hibbing and
Theiss-Morse, 1995; Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, 2002), and it has
been paying attention to either subjective perceptions or objective
indicators of ‘institutional fairness’ (Anderson and Tverdova,

1See: https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Chart/getChart/
themeKy/18/groupKy/85 (retrieved 2021/03/10).
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2003; Kumlin 2004; Grimes, 2006; van der Meer, 2010;
Hakhverdian and Mayne, 2012; Linde, 2012; Bauhr and
Grimes, 2014; Persson et al., 2017; van der Meer and
Hakhverdian, 2017). Although, this is an important element to
consider, citizens’ evaluation of the political process also entails
responsiveness, which can be defined as the short-term match
between what people want and what they receive from political
parties and leaders in terms of policies and policy output (Linde
and Peters, 2020: 291; see also Torcal, 2014). In many cases, this
hypothesis had not been contrary to the importance of the
instrumental economic/social calculations of economic
performance but rather complementary. Thus, the increasing
political distrust of the public is probably not only a direct
effect of the Great Recession and its social consequences, as
has been argued, but also the consequence of how responsive
political authorities and political representatives have been with
citizens’ demands in coping with the consequences of the
economic crisis (Torcal, 2017).

Finally, another factor considered by the comparative
literature on the evolution of political trust is the negative
effect of political corruption. Initially, an essential aspect of
this literature is linked to the literature on output
performance, which highlights the indirect effect of corruption
through its effects on the procedural performance of political
institutions or the difficulties it poses on governments in
producing policies and services in response to the demands of
the general public (Rothstein, 2003; Warren, 2004; Rothstein and
Uslaner, 2005; Catterberg and Moreno, 2006; Rothstein and
Stolle, 2008; Ariely and Uslaner, 2017).

The studies on this topic have employed two approaches to
examine the effects of corruption on political trust. The macro-
contextual approach emphasises the aggregate performance of
institutions in avoiding corruption (Mishler and Rose, 2001;
Harring, 2013) and the necessity of creating auditing
mechanisms for its control (Rothstein 2021). Alternatively, the
micro-level approach links individual perceptions of corruption
to the political integrity of institutions and main political actors
(i.e. politicians and political parties), which negatively influences
political trust (Chang and Chu, 2006; Uslaner, 2011; Hakhverdian
and Mayne, 2012; Chang, 2013; Uslaner, 2017). Accordingly,
political corruption is not so much an indicator of the
performance of the political process but of the citizens’
perceptions of elite and political actors’ probity which could
spread to the rest of the society (Rothstein, 2003), constituting
what it has been called as one of the three “p” factors for
explaining political trust: performance, process and probity
(Citrin and Stoker, 2018; Hetherington and Rudolph, 2015).
As, Wang (2016) argued, the focus should be less on the
efficiency of the government due to corruption but on its
ethics. In other words, leaders’ misconduct during office (Della
Porta, 2000; Pharr, 2000) produces a general sense of lack of
probity in the institutions and their incumbents.

Previous studies on the relative importance of these three
factors are limited and are often based on cross-sectional analysis
at the individual or contextual level or do not jointly test these
explanations to evaluate the importance of these factors. Thus,
the present study contributes to the literature by conducting a

longitudinal analysis of the effects of these three factors on
political trust. Furthermore, the study focuses on a single
country, which allows for a panel analysis at the societal and
individual levels to be conducted. Thus, we evaluate the relative
effects of performance, responsiviness and corruption on political
trust based on the following hypotheses:

H1A: In times of good economic performance respondents
tend to show higher levels of political trust.
H1B: Positive evaluations of the economy lead to increased
political trust among respondents over time.
H1C: Increased economic insecurity decreases political trust
among respondents over time.
H2A: In times during which people perceive their political
system as responsive, respondents tend to show higher levels
of political trust.
H2B: Positive evaluations of political responsiveness increase
political trust among respondents over time.
H3A: In times of major incidents of corruption, respondents
tend to show lower levels of political trust.
H3B: Perceptions of corruption decrease political trust among
respondents over time.

POLITICAL TRUST IN SPAIN

As can be observed in Figure 1, political trust in Spain was
gradually increasing during times of the economic boom at the
end of the 1990s/first half of the 2000s—although at low levels
and depending on the type of institution (with the judiciary
ending up at the top). Yet, since 2008, political trust in Spain has
seen a dramatic decline— even compared to the rest of Europe
(Torcal and Christmann, 2020)—from which it has not recovered
by the end of the 2010s. This decline, however, has been more
conspicuous for the institutions of representation (parliament)
and political actors (political parties) than for the legal system.
This trend is not only remarkable but also unique because a
similar downswing had not been observed during precedings
economic crises in Spain (Montero et al., 1997).

Economic Performance
Still, it seems plausible to connect this decline in trust with the
deterioration of the Spanish economy after the 2008 financial
crisis. In particular, the deterioration of the economic situation as
measured by the Economic Performance Index (EPI) is closely
mirrored by the decline in political trust as we can observe in
Figure 2 (for an explanation of this index and additional
economic indicators, see the Supplementary Material). On the
other hand, a more recent period of economic growth and
unemployment decrease starting at the end of 2013 has not
been entirely reflected in increasing levels of political trust,
pointing to the possibility of other explanations for its
evolution over time.

Responsiveness
Another plausible alternative explanation for the dramatic
decline in political trust in Spain is the worsening evaluations
of institutional/political responsiveness, potentially also as an
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indirect effect of the Great Recession. Subsequently, within a
short time period, public concerns about the actors of political
representation have been rising since 2009, independent from
other concerns such as political corruption. This is visible in the
increasing percentage of Spaniards expressing that the main
problem in Spain was politicians, political parties and politics
in general (see Figure 2), reflecting an increasing concern about
the responsiveness of the political system. The problem also
manisfested itself in the share of people who strongly agreed
with the statement “politicians do not worry what people like me
think or want . . .,” which grew from 12.4% in 2000 and 15.8% in
2008 to 26% in 2009, 42% in 2011 and 46.4% in 2014, according to

the data collected by the Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas
(CIS) in Spain.2 A similar evolution was observed with regard to
the statement, “. . . people in power only look after their personal
interest . . .” with 18 and 16.4% in 2000 and 2008, respectively, to
30% for 2009, 42.6% in 2011 and 47.6% in 2014 of people strongly
agreeing.3

FIGURE 1 | Political trust in Spain (1997–2019). Notes: Measured on a quarterly basis. Weighted percentages. The values for political trust are interpolated (line);
dot show the observed values. Eurobarometer.

FIGURE 2 | Economic performance and public evaluations in Spain (1997–2019). Notes: Measured on a quarterly or yearly basis. Sources: OECD Stat, IMF WEO
Database, Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas.

2Data accessed at http://www.cis.es/cis/opencms/ES/NoticiasNovedades/InfoCIS/
2014/PlataformaOnLineBancodeDatos.html.
3These data are from the series of the Center of Sociological Research (CIS), studies
numbers 2384, 2757, 2807, 2860 and 3028.
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Thus, it seems very clear that the economic crisis initiated
in 2008 was combined with a generalised perception that the
system was not responsive to citizens demands and that the
main parties that traditionally governed are ‘essentially the
same’ (Bosch and Durán, 2019), opening a road for the
establishment of new parties, especially Podemos (a
radical left-wing party that had been founded just a few
months before the 2014 European elections), a party calling
for total regeneration of the political system while presenting
more radical proposals to address citizens’ discontent
(Ramiro and Gomez, 2017). This party obtained
surprisingly 8% of the vote in those particular elections
and continued growing with a 20.7% of voters’ support
for the following national elections in 2015.

Corruption
Since 2012, a significant number of political scandals emerged
from within the Spanish public sphere. The list of these
scandals included those that influenced relevant important
actors, such as the conservative incumbent party PP, at the
time, and its most notorious historical leaders (Orriols and
Cordero, 2016). In this case these scandals were related to the
presence of illegal mechanisms for party funding (e.g. the
Gürtel case and the Bárcenas papers). In addition, the main
opposition party, the PSOE, was primarily affected by the
misappropriation of funds from a programme for re-
training long-time unemployed citizens in Andalusia
(known as Expediente de Regulación de Empleo—ERE).
Scandals were also present in Catalonia, affecting the
former President of the Generalitat, Jordi Pujol, and other
members of his family, who were eventually convicted for
corruption. Finally, related to these scandals, there was the
illegal financing of the Convergencia i Unió (CiU), the former
conservative Catalan nationalist party, which seemed to
receive important sums of money in exchange for public
contracts (the so-called “3% bribes”). However, the public’s
preoccupation with corruption extended beyond the scandals
attributed to the main parties. On several occasions, financial
institutions became involved. For example, leaders from
different parties who formed part of the Board of Directors
of Bankia were accused of illegally spending €15.5 million
between 2003 and 2012 using “black” credit cards for personal
purchases (Águeda, 2014).

The aforementioned scandals have also been reflected in
the increasing public concern regarding cases of corruption.
According to the data taken from the monthly barometers of
the CIS in Spain, the percentage of respondents who answer
that “corruption and fraud” are among the “three principal
problems that currently exist in Spain” abruptly soared after
2012, reaching its highest level at the end of 2014 (see
Figure 2) and remaining relatively high until 2019 (the
last observation point of the present study). Conversely,
corruption was not considered one of the most significant
problems in Spain in the 15 years prior to 2012 (unlike
concerns and reservations expressed for politicians and
political parties, which started to rise substantially after
2009 from an already higher level).

RESEARCH DESIGN

The remainder of this article performs a longitudinal analysis of
political trust at both the aggregate and the individual level. At the
contextual level, we analysed a pooled dataset based on repeated
cross-sectional surveys performed in Spain by the
Eurobarometer, which allows us to assess if changes in the
objective economic and political performance is related to the
dramatic decline in political trust at the national level. At the
respondent level, the study employed three waves of an
individual-level panel dataset CIUPANEL,4 which allowed us
to examine the effects of dynamic political and economic
perceptions, political responsiveness and political corruption
on political trust among the same individuals over time.

Contextual-Level Analysis
We have constructed a pooled dataset based on 43 representative
surveys conducted by the Eurobarometer to test the contextual
effects of the economic and political process and political
corruption on political trust over time in Spain.5 This includes
individual-level information from 33,000 respondents between
1997 and 2019 (see Table A.1 in the Supplementary Material).
As multiple surveys have often been conducted in the same year,
we decided to use quarters as the unit of time at the contextual
level. Thus, our unit of analysis was the survey respondent (level
1) who was nested in quarters (level 2). We used three dependent
variables for political trust in this study: trust in parliament, trust
in political parties and trust in the judiciary. These variables have
been measured dichotomously in the Eurobarometer surveys
with two categories “tend not to trust” and “tend to trust” (see
Supplementary Material for detailed descriptions of the
dependent variables).

Explanatory Context-Level Variables
We have chosen to use objective indicators and proxies for the
measurement of the explanatory variables: economic
performance, perceptions of responsiveness and political
corruption. The most frequently used longitudinal variables to
describe the performance of an economy are unemployment,
public debt, economic growth and inflation. Here, we opted for
calculating the EPI that combines information for all of these
variables in a comprehensive index (see Supplementary Material
for details); thus avoiding issues created by collinearity between
these variables in the analysis. To measure the level of democratic
responsiveness in Spain (as a proxy for democratic process
performance), we collected the percentage of respondents who
answered that “politicians and parties” were among the “three
principal problems that currently exist in Spain” using the same
monthly barometers of the CIS in Spain mentioned above.
Finally, we measured the salience of political corruption by the

4This is the acromyn for “Crisis and challenges in Spain: attitudes and political
behaviour during the economic and the political representation crisis” (Torcal
et al., 2016).
5Data accessed at http://www.gesis.org/eurobarometer-data-service/search-data-
access/data-access.
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percentage of respondents who answer that “corruption and
fraud” are among the “three principal problems that currently
exist in Spain,” again, employing the same CIS database. We
decided against the usage of indicators based on expert surveys
such as Transparency International and the World Bank’s
aggregate measures of corruption as they remain unexpectedly
stable for Spain between 1995 and 2015—despite the considerably
serious (political) corruption scandals in the mid-1990s and
the 2010s.

Context-Level Controls
Political institutions such as the electoral system, the
parliamentary type of executive and the role of the Supreme
Court or the asymmetrical bicameralism remain constant for the
period under consideration. The high disproportionality of the
Spanish electoral system has led to a two-party system with an
alternation of power between the socialist PP and the conservative
PSOE, where only regional parties could successfully compete
with both parties in few electoral districts until very recently
(Torcal and Lago, 2007). This has severely limited party system
fractionalisation in the legislature, leading to highly concentrated
single-party governments. However, there has been a significant
change in the supply of electoral parties since 2011, which might
have altered citizens’ political trust despite the continuity of the
institutional context. In our study, party supply is measured using
the effective number of electoral parties (ENEP) (for further
detail, see the Supplementary Material).

Furthermore, because democratic elections can be expected to
enhance people’s feelings about their political institutions and the
political process, we controlled for whether a survey was
conducted during or shortly after a parliamentary election
(Esaiasson, 2011; Blais et al., 2015). We did so by including a
dummy variable that captures proximity to elections by taking
value 1 if a survey was conducted during the 6 months after a
national parliamentary election. See the supplementary materials
for more details on the measurement of all contextual-level
variables.

Individual-Level Controls
At the individual level, we controlled for socio-demographic
variables such as age, gender (reference category � female) and
education. Age is measured in years, whereas education is
measured categorically as the age at completion of studies
(reference category � “over 19,” other categories � “less than
15,” “15–19” and “still studying”). Moreover, we accounted for
the employment status (reference category � “employed, student,
retired or other,” other category � “unemployed”), the marital
status of the respondents (reference category � “single, separated,
widowed or divorced,” other category � “cohabitating or
married”) and urban residence (reference: less than 10,000
inhabitants; otherwise, more than 10,000 inhabitants). Finally,
we included political discussion as an indicator of cognitive
mobilisation (reference: never) and the individual position on
the left–right scale.

The inclusion of other individual-level variables would create
large temporal gaps in the dataset. Hence, other potential
variables of interest, such as evaluations of the economy, could

not be added to the model because they are only included in
relatively recent waves of the Eurobarometer. However, we
believed that these limitations are outweighed by the fact that
we estimated our model based on hierarchical data covering more
than two decades (1997–2019) of Spanish democracy.

Method and Model
We fitted multilevel probit models, where survey respondents are
nested within time points (quarters), because trust in the Spanish
parliament, trust in parties and trust in the judiciary are measured
with dichotomous variables in the Eurobarometer (trust vs.
distrust). We estimated one full model for each institution,
which includes the individual-level control variables previously
discussed, the context-level control variables and the three
contextual variables of interest: the corruption aggregate
measured (percentage of respondents who answer that
“corruption and fraud” are among the “three principal
problems that currently exist in Spain”); the political
receptiveness aggregate measured (percentage of respondents
who answer that “politicians and parties” are among the
“three principal problems that currently exist in Spain”) and
the EPI. Missing values were deleted listwise.

Individual-Level Panel Analysis
The analysis of the individual-level CIUPANEL panel data set in
Spain (Torcal et al., 2016) can provide an additional test to
explain change within individuals over time. The non-
probability panel consists of an online sample of the Spanish
population followed over six waves between 2014 and 2016.
Quotas in the first two waves were applied for gender, age,
education, size of city/village of residence and autonomous
regions; in the third to sixth wave quotas were only applied
for gender, age and autonomous regions to recontact as many
respondents as possible. A study comparing this online panel
with the probabilistic sample of the European Social Survey in
Spain showed that the quality of estimations in terms of
reliability and validity for political trust measures is similar
to the non-probability online sample from the commercial
provider Netquest (Revilla et al., 2015). For the present
study, we used waves 3, 4, and 5 of this panel, which were
administrated in December–January 2014, May–June 2015 and
December 2015. The participation rate of wave 3 was 82%, 84%
for wave 4 and 88% for wave 5. Descriptive statistics for all
employed variables are provided in the supplementary
materials. More information on the sample composition are
provided in the data protocol of the CIUPANEL. Trust in
parliament, trust in parties and trust in the judiciary were
asked in a similar way as in the Eurobarometer, although
measured with an 11-point response scale, ranging from 0
(absolutely do not trust) to 10 (full trust).

Explanatory Variables
Here, we relied on a question regarding respondents’
retrospective evaluations of the economic situation to test the
effects of the economic outputs of the political system. In the
CIUPANEL, the following question is asked: “In the last the last
12 months would you say that the economic situation in Spain in
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general is: 1) going much better, 2) going a little better, 3) the
same, 4) going a little worse, or 5) going much worse?”. We
measured the personal economic security and well-being by
creating an index based on the factor scores of the following
questions: (A) “Today, to what extent are you worried about
paying the bills for your home?”; (B) “Today, to what extent are
you worried about needing to reduce your standard of living?”;
(C) “Today, to what extent are you worried about having a job?”
and (D) “Today, to what extent are you worried about paying
back bank loans or mortgages?” with the answer categories being
4) very worried; 3) somewhat worried; 2) not very worried and 1)
not at all worried.

To tap into perceived responsiveness (external efficacy), we
created an index based on the factor scores of the following
questions: (A) “To what extent would you say that politicians
care what people like you think?” and (B) “To what extent
would you say that the political system in Spain allows people
like you to have something to say in what the government
does?” with the answer categories ranging from (0) not at all to
(10) very much. To measure perceived political corruption, we
employed the following question: “In your opinion, how many

politicians in our country have been involved or related with
corruption?” with the answer categories being 1) almost none
of them; 2) a few of them; 3) many of them and 4) almost all of
them.”

Controls
At the individual level, we controlled for respondent’s left–right
self-placement and political interest. In addition, we included
a question on government performance evaluation to separate
the potential effect of incumbent performance (support)
from a purely economic performance evaluation (see the
Supplementary Material for more details).

Method and Model
To analyse the CIUPANEL panel data, we estimated three “two-
way fixed-effects (FE)” regression models. This method allowed
us to study the effects of changes in political and economic
perceptions, perceived responsiveness, and corruption on
changes in trust in parties, the parliament and the judiciary
within the same individuals, while controlling for time-invariant
unobserved characteristics of the respondents. Wave

TABLE 1 | Probit multilevel model of political trust in Spain over time (Eurobarometer).

Trust in Parliament Trust in Political Parties Trust in Judiciary

Null 1 Model 1 Null 2 Model 2 Null 3 Model 3

β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se)

Respondent-level Coefficients
Age 0.16*** (0.01) 0.16*** (0.01) 0.09*** (0.01)
Male (ref.: female) −0.02 (0.02) −0.09*** (0.03) −0.18*** (0.03)
Education (ref.: more than 19)
Up to 15 −0.18*** (0.02) −0.09*** (0.03) −0.18*** (0.03)
16–19 −0.06** (0.02) 0.04 (0.03) −0.08 (0.02)
Still studying 0.12*** (0.03) 0.16*** (0.04) 0.06+ (0.04)

Married/cohabitating 0.05*** (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02)
Urban residency (ref.: rural) −0.07*** (0.02) −0.12*** (0.02) −0.01 (0.02)
Unemployed −0.13*** (0.03) −0.16*** (0.03) −0.15*** (0.03)
Political discussion (ref.: never)
Occasionally 0.07*** (0.02) 0.10*** (0.02) 0.01 (0.02)
Frequently 0.02 (0.02) 0.09*** (0.03) −0.23*** (0.03)

Longitudinal coefficients
Proximity to election 0.01 (0.09) 0.16* (0.07) 0.09 (0.07)
ENEP 0.05 (0.05) −0.08+ (0.04) 0.05 (0.05)
Economic Performance
Index

0.12** (0.04) 0.13*** (0.04) −0.01 (0.03)

Corruption as a problem −0.27*** (0.05) −0.22*** (0.04) −0.15*** (0.04)
Politicians, parties and
politics as a problem

−0.31*** −0.06 −0.15** (0.05) −0.05 (0.06)

Constant −0.53*** (0.09) −0.47*** (0.04) −1.01*** (0.08) −1.00*** (0.04) −0.10** (0.04) 0.05 (0.04)
Variance components
Quarter-level residual
variance

0.32*** (0.07) 0.03*** (0.01) 0.20*** (0.05) 0.01*** (0.00) 0.04*** (0.01) 0.01** (0.00)

Log likelihood −18,545.83 −18,302.29 −13,742.38 −13,526.27 −16,213.53 −16,081.66
AIC 37,095.65 36,638.57 27,488.76 27,086.55 32,431.06 32,197.33
ICC quarter-level 0.24 0.02 0.16 0.01 0.04 0.01
Number of respondents 33,954 33,954 32,372 32,372 23,856 23,856
Number of quarters 38 38 35 35 26 26

Notes: Probit multilevel regression; standardized (except gender, education, employment status, civil status, political discussion and proximity to election); standard errors in parentheses;
significance (two-tailed) ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, +p < 0.1. AIC, Akaike’s Information Criterion; ICC, Intraclass Correlation Coefficient.
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dummies (ref � wave 3) were included to control for time-
specific unobserved confounders. Missing values were deleted
listwise.

RESULTS

Contextual-Level Analysis
The results of our longitudinal contextual-level analysis are
summarised in Table 1. To facilitate interpretation of the output
of the estimation we report standardised coefficients for continuous
variables. The underlying scale of a probit model also has a standard
deviation of one so all the coefficients can be easily interpreted. In
addition, we report the predicted probabilities of changing from not
trusting to trusting over the EPI, democratic responsiveness and
perception of corruption (maximum observed value–minimum
observed value) in Figure 3, holding all the other variables at
their means. We will not interpret the individual-level control

variables as we have mainly included them to account for
compositional effects.

We first decomposed the variances in political trust by
estimating empty models. These “null” models provide the
information to compute the Intraclass Correlation Coefficients
(ICC), which reflects the share of variation in political trust
that can be attributed to the individual and the aggregate levels.
The null models show that 75 and 96% of the variation in the
data can be attributed to the respondent level. Conversely,
around 24% (parliament), 16% (political parties) and 4%
(judiciary) of the variance belong to the quarter levels,
which are a sizeable degree of clustering, especially for the
two first institutions.

Let us now turn to the longitudinal results at the context-level
of the full model also displayed in Table 1. First, the effect of
economic performance is substantial and significant for trust in
parliament and trust in political parties, providing support for
H1A. However, we find no effect of economic performance on

FIGURE 3 | Predicted change in probabilities (Table 1). Notes: Predicted change in probabilities of trusting over the range of explanatory variables. Predictions are
based onModel 1 (trust in parliament), Model 2 (trust in political parties) andModel 3 (trust in judiciary). For the predictions all other variables are held at their means. Lines
represent (95%-CI).
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trust in the judiciary. Yet, we must also note that the
Eurobarometer has not asked for trust in the judiciary
between 2011 and 2014, thereby limiting variability on the
measure and increasing the risk of committing a type-2 error.

Second, the measure capturing the salience of political
corruption is strong and significant in all models (confirming
H3A), even when controlling for the other performance
indicators. As we can see, the various political corruption
scandals in the last years have resulted in an increase of the
importance given to corruption as a main problem by citizens,

decreasing the probability of trusting institutions by more than 25
per cent for the parliament, around 10 per cent for the political
parties and more than 15 per cent for the judiciary.

Finally, another significant and substantial factor for
explaining the negative evolution of political trust in Spain are
the increasing concerns about politicians, political parties and
politics, providing support for H2A. The effect size is comparable
to the effect of political corruption for trust in parliament and
trust in political parties. However, we find no effect of our
political responsiveness measure on trust in the judiciary,

TABLE 2 | Fixed effects models of political trust (panel data, CIUPANEL).

Trust in Parliament
(Model 4)

Trust in Political Parties
(Model 5)

Trust in Judiciary
(Model 6)

β (se) β (se) β (se)

Perception of corruption 0.12*** (0.03) −0.14*** (0.03) −0.14*** (0.03)
Perception of responsiveness 0.52*** (0.04) 0.43*** (0.03) 0.36*** (0.04)
Government evaluation 0.20*** (0.05) 0.12** (0.04) 0.15** (0.05)
Economic situation in Spain 0.11*** (0.03) 0.04 (0.03) 0.11** (0.03)
Personal economic security 0.06 (0.04) 0.07+ (0.04) 0.05 (0.04)
Left-right self placement 0.19*** (0.05) 0.09+ (0.04) 0.10+ (0.05)
Political interest 0.10* (0.05) 0.05 (0.04) 0.09+ (0.05)
Wave (ref: wave 3)
Wave 4 −1.04*** (0.05) −0.64*** (0.04) −0.95*** (0.05)
Wave 5 −1.21*** (0.05) −0.11*** (0.04) −0.50*** (0.05)

Constant 3.64*** (0.03) 2.30*** (0.03) 3.62*** (0.03)
R-square (within) 0.20 0.14 0.13
Observations 6,759 6,759 6,759
Number of respondents 2,950 2,950 2,950

Notes: “Two-way” fixed effects (FE) regression; standardized p; standard errors in parentheses; significance (two-tailed) ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, +p < 0.1.

FIGURE 4 | Predicted Change in Probabilities for Fixed Effects Models (Table 2). Notes: Based on Model 4 (trust in parliament), Model 5 (trust in political parties)
and Model 6 (trust in judiciary). Horizontal Lines represent (95%-CI).
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which mostly depends on the time evolution of perceived
corruption, showing how political trust is also object-dependent.

Individual-Level Panel Analysis
Table 2 presents the results of the three linear FE models. To
facilitate the interpretation of the results, all the explanatory
variables were standardised to an average of 0 and a standard
deviation of 1. The marginal effects are plotted in Figure 4.
Overall, the fit of the models was good, and they can explain
between 13 and 20 per cent of the within variation of the
dependent variables.

In Table 2, we can see that individuals’ political trust in these
three institutions strongly responds to changing perceptions
regarding two out of the three factors under investigation, that
is, political responsiveness and perceptions of corruption for
which we find consistent longitudinal effects within
respondents for all trust items. All coefficients for these two
variables are strong and point in the expected direction,
confirming H2B and H3B. However, changes in the evaluation
of the economic situation in Spain or in the personal economic
situation appear to have only a small (H1B) or null effect on
changes in political trust (falling to reject the null hypothesis
for H1C).

However, this does not imply that changes in economic
perceptions and conditions are not related per se with trust in
representative institutions as our analysis provides only a short
snapshot of the overall dynamics. Indeed, the results of this
analysis fit well with the trends displayed in Figures 1, 2,
where the recovery of the Spanish economy has not been
translated in a recovery of trust in political parties and the
parliament. Consistently, we find strong effects for our
indicators of political responsiveness and political
corruption—at a time where public concerns about the
political process and probity have been highly salient. Given
also the results of the long-term analysis of political trust at the
national level presented in Table 1, this could be interpreted as an
indication that the effect size of the three factors might vary at
specific contexts/periods or that the effect is stronger during times
of crisis—first, the economic crisis and later the perceived
political crisis with its series of high-profile corruption
incidents and a faltering belief in the performance of the
political process.

Limitations and Robustness Checks
For observational data there are two broad endogeneity concerns
that stand in the way of causal inference: omitted variables and
selection bias. Although our longitudinal analysis excludes the
possibility that time-invariant unobserved variables at a higher
level are biasing the “within” coefficients (“within-person” or
“within-country”), there might still be other time-varying
variables that are not accounted for in our models. Regarding
the longitudinal analysis of the Eurobarometer data it appears
rather unlikely for there to be a substantial reverse causation for
the economic variables at the contextual level (the economy is not
driven by political trust). However, this concern is more
significant when we seek to explain one political attitude with
another political attitude. For one, we believe that reverse

causation is unlikely for the second indicator (“corruption as a
problem”) on an empirical basis.6 Yet we cannot rule out the
possibility of reverse causation for our third indicator
(“politicians, parties and politics as a problem”).

As a robustness test for the contextual-level analysis of the
pooled Eurobarometer surveys, we re-estimated our analysis with
an alternative measure for process performance: the “government
and opposition index,” measuring support for the main
government and opposition parties (see Table A.5 in the
Supplementary Material). As a robustness test for the
individual-level panel analysis we re-estimated the models
omitting government evaluations owing to concerns of
collinearity with economic evaluations (compare Table A.7 in
the Supplementary Material). Furthermore, we also estimated
random effects (RE) models with lagged independent variables
(see Table A.8 in the Supplementary Material). In summary, we
found that the results for all variables of interest were similar in all
different model specifications.

FINAL DISCUSSION

Political trust in Spain was gradually increasing during times of
the economic boom at the end of the 1990s/first half of the 2000s
but has suffered a dramatic decline after the financial and debt
crisis after 2008 from which it has never recovered—despite a
economic recovery after 2013. This article centred around this
problem, contributing to the debate on the consequences of
economic performance on citizens’ trust in representative
institutions and the judiciary when compared with the effect
of two relevant factors, corruption and evaluations of the political
process, which we found to be highly relevant for the Spanish case
as well.

The preceding analysis is based, firstly, on a pooled dataset
from the Spanish Eurobarometer surveys between 1997 and 2019
and, secondly, on an individual-level panel data set collected
during 2015 in Spain. Our focus with the first dataset was to
perform a test of the three relevant factors at the societal-level,
allowing us to unpack their relative importance on the evolution
of political trust in Spain over time. The second analysis explained
changes of political trust “within” respondents over time, thus
focusing on changes in individuals’ perceptions, evaluations and
personal situations.

The data assembled in this study strongly suggests that the
Great Recession has indeed been responsible for the strong
decline in political trust in Spain. It has been one of the worst
affected countries of the financial and public debt crisis and its
social consequences were particularly harsh. A second, more
indirect explanation can be found in the perceived inability of

6When considering the respective time trend in Figure 2, we can see that political
corruption has never been a major concern until 2012, when the awareness of this
issue has increased after a series of corruption incidents. Therefore, we can connect
the variation in this indicator to the public debate at the time. Furthermore, this
indicator remained essentially unchanged even in the years of the greatest losses in
political trust between 2008 and 2012.
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Spanish politicians have been adequately responsive while they
were coping with the crisis, likely contributing to the
breakdown of the two-party system in Spain (Orriols and
Cordero, 2016). Yet, Spain has also suffered a series of
major corruption incidents in the 2010s—involving high
ranked members from different political parties across the
ideological spectrum—and these scandals have likely also
undermined people’s belief in the probity of political elites.
We believe that these latter two explanations, perceived
shortcomings of political responsiveness and salience of
corruption have contributed to the suppression of trust in
representative institutions after 2012—even after the economy
gradually started to recover. The effect of perceived corruption
on political trust was particularly salient for the judiciary,
showing how political trust is also object-dependent.

Low levels of political trust constitute an important problem
for many contemporary democracies as well. An often expressed
hope is that political trust should recover as soon as economic and
social problems are mitigated or resolved. Hooghe and Okolikj
(2020) show that this appears to be the case for Europe at large
and that respondents across Europe have reacted positively to
economic recovery, restoring trust to pre-crisis levels. However,
this finding does not reflect the situation in Spain, where political
trust remains considerably low. Here, the crisis might have served
as a “performance test” for the Spanish democracy, the perceived
failure of which led to a decline in peoples’ evaluations of the
responsiveness of the political system, which, combined with a
series of political corruption incidents hindered the recovery of
trust in representative institutions. This combination has likely
also paved the way to the proliferation of populist and right-wing
parties in Spain that often appeal to their greater moral integrity
and transparency. In our opinion, we might also obtain similar
results when this model is applied to other South-European
countries, which are facing similar problems of corruption and
deficits in the democratic process such as Greece or Italy who
have also failed to restore political trust to pre-crisis levels.

This observation indicates the possibility that economic
performance and the quality of governance/public
administration might constitute necessary but not sufficient
conditions for a trusting citizenry. In the face of prolonged
economic malaise, political trust might erode, no matter the
state of their democracy. Conversely, even with a strong

economy, if countries fail to be responsive to citizens’
demands, they could be expected to lose confidence in their
(democratic) political system (Torcal, 2014; Linde and Peters,
2020). Or, is it only during an economic crisis that people
consider these aspects, and does their tolerance for such
aspects increase if the economy is booming? One avenue for
future research could be to assess the relative weight of each factor
and investigate the conditions under which a particular factor
matters more.
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