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ABSTRACT 

 

 Trust in institutions across Western countries has been on the decline for some time now.  

World events, such as the Covid-19 pandemic, had an impact on trust.  Secretary-General 

Antonio Guterres (2018) titled this decline across countries a “Trust Deficit Disorder”.  A great 

deal of scholarship has contributed to ideas on why trust is important to a state.  On the other 

hand, there is less understanding of how trust declines and what factors contribute to the decline.  

The Covid-19 pandemic, and the social restrictions and economic decline that followed, had a 

great impact on trust in American institutions.  This thesis examines both the grievance 

hypothesis and the macro-institutional hypothesis as it relates to the decline of trust in American 

institutions, specifically the White House, Congress, state government, and city government, 

during the Covid-19 pandemic.  

Utilizing Collier and Hoeffler's (2000) grievances, I approach the perceptions of social 

restrictions and economic decline from the Covid-19 pandemic as grievances.  Additionally, 

following the framework of Hardin (1993), trust is defined as “a three-part relation: A trusts B to 

do X” (pg. 506).  By employing concepts by Collier and Hoeffler (2000) and Hardin (1993) and 

drawing from the framework of Mishler and Rose (2001), this thesis seeks to understand if there 

is a relationship between economic or social grievances and institutional trust.  Three hypotheses 

are being tested including Hypothesis 1: States with stricter Covid-19 measures will have lower 

trust in institutions than states with less strict Covid-19 measures, Hypothesis 2: States with a 

greater negative change in employment rate will have lower trust in institutions than states with 

greater positive change in employment rate, and Hypothesis 3: States with a greater positive 

change in quarterly GDP will have lower trust in institutions than states with no change in 

quarterly GDP.  To test the hypotheses, in a state-level analysis, this thesis uses a regression-

based approach with survey data collected from the Covid States Project alongside social and 

economic data from other official sources.   

Overall, there is little evidence to support the hypotheses that economic or social 

grievances affect trust in various institutions.  Although the relationship between no trust in the 

White House and Covid-19 policies is shown to be statistically significant, the models show a 

negative relationship.  Therefore, when states have more Covid-19 policies there is a decline in 

survey respondents who do not trust the state government.  There is some evidence to support 

that different institutions react differently to each grievance.   Future research should consider 

the impact of social identities, the definition of trust by survey respondents, the differences in 

trust in various institutions, and the suitability of an analysis at the individual level.   
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GENERAL AUDIENCE ABSTRACT 

 

  Trust in the White House, Congress, state government, and city government have 

declined for a while.  Certain events such as the Covid-19 pandemic have impacted that trust.  

Secretary-General Antonio Guterres (2018) titled the decline of trust a “Trust Deficit Disorder”.  

Political theorists Hobbes and Locke speak on the importance of trust in a government.  

However, many other theorists disagree.  Instead, they argue governments can continue to 

function without the trust of their citizens.  Theorists tend to agree that a lack of trust from 

citizens has consequences, such as anti-government ideals.  Many studies have attempted to 

understand if trust is important for a state to function.  On the other hand, there is a limited 

understanding of why trust declines.  The Covid-19 pandemic had a great impact on trust in the 

White House, Congress, state governments, and city governments.  

 

 Using Collier and Hoeffler's (2000) definition of grievance, this thesis views social 

distancing mandates and economic decline from the Covid-19 pandemic as grievances.  

Additionally, trust is defined as “A trusts B to do X” (pg. 506).  By using these definitions, this 

thesis hopes to understand if there is a relationship between economic or social grievances and 

trust in the White House, Congress, state government, and city government.  There are three 

hypotheses for this thesis.  Hypothesis 1 says states with stricter Covid-19 measures will have 

lower trust in institutions than states with less strict Covid-19 measures.  Next, Hypothesis 2 says 

states with a greater negative change in employment rate will have lower trust in institutions than 

states with no or positive change in employment rate.  Last, Hypothesis 3 says states with a 

greater positive change in quarterly GDP will have lower trust in institutions than states with no 

change in quarterly GDP.  To test the hypotheses, this research uses statistical methods from 

survey data across different states.  

 Overall, there is little evidence to support any of the three hypotheses.  The models show 

a relationship between no trust in the White House and Covid-19 social distancing mandates.  

However, the analysis shows states with stricter mandates have a decline in survey respondents 

who do not trust the government.  There is some evidence to support that trust in the White 

House, Congress, state governments, and city governments react differently to the social 

distancing mandates and economic decline.  Future research should consider the impact of social 

identities on trust, the definition of trust by survey respondents, and whether a state or individual 

level of analysis is a better fit.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

At the 2018 UN General Assembly, Secretary-General Antonio Guterres said, “Our world 

is suffering from a bad case of ‘Trust Deficit Disorder’… Trust is at a breaking point.  Trust in 

national institutions.  Trust among states.  Trust in the rules-based global order” (Guterres, 2019).  

He continues, “People are losing faith in political establishments, polarization is on the rise, and 

populism is on the march” (Guterres, 2019).  “Trust Deficit Disorder” can be understood as the 

declining trust in government institutions in many Western countries.  According to an 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) survey from 2023, “36% of 

Germans reported high or moderately high trust in the federal government, below the OECD 

average of 39%” (pg. 2).  OECD also found that “34% of French people reported high or 

moderately high trust in national government, below the OECD average of 39%” (para 2).  These 

surveys exhibit the “Trust Deficit Disorder” that Secretary-General Guterres describes in his 

speech.  The United States is not immune to this disorder.  In fact, in 2023, trust in the 

government was at its lowest point since polling for trust began.  In 1958, 73 percent of 

Americans reported that they, “trust the government to do what is right just about always/most of 

the time” (Pew Research Center, n.d.).  In 2023, only 19 percent of Americans reported they 

trusted the government to do what was right (Pew Research Center, n.d.).  

 As trust in U.S. institutions continues to decline, it is important to study why.  In this 

research project and in political science generally, “institutions” refer to “constraints that human 

beings impose on themselves” (North, 1990, pg.5).  Here, I am studying the following 

institutions: the White House, Congress, state government, and city government.  I will further 

discuss this thesis’ understanding of institutions and institutional trust further in Chapter 2.  

Historically, it is evident that major events affect trust in the United States.  During the 1960s and 
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1970s, because of the Vietnam War, there was a significant decline in institutional trust 

(Bachman & Jennings, 1975).  Trust in institutions rose following the attack on the World Trade 

Center on September 11th, 2001 (Chanley, 2002).  Henry Brady and Thomas Kent (2025) suggest 

that “one-third of the overall decline in trust might be due to specific events and experiences with 

institutions” (pg. 60).  Why does one event, such as the attack on the World Trade Center on 

9/11, increase trust while other events, such as the Vietnam War, decrease trust?  Some scholars 

suggest that when citizens’ attention is turned towards foreign affairs, particularly regarding a 

scenario of national defense, then trust in the government will increase (Chanley, 2002).  For 

example, during the Vietnam War, the average American citizen did not feel threatened by 

Vietnam.  However, it is likely that citizens felt uneasy about the prolonged, unsuccessful efforts 

by American politicians as well as the significant protests by citizens.  While on the other hand, 

most Americans did feel threatened following 9/11 and rallied behind the President.  In the case 

of Covid-19, there is no concrete foreign adversary.  Although by framing the Covid-19 virus as 

a “China virus”, far-right leaders such as Donald Trump created a perceived adversary, which led 

to increased anti-Asian actions within the United States (Ahmed, 2021). Despite this, an external 

actor or threat was not easily identifiable.  

 The Covid-19 pandemic  is connected with a lack of trust in U.S. institutions.  As Covid-

19 became more of a concern, all levels of the government acted: state governments produced 

social mandates, city governments enforced the mandates, and the White House and Congress 

organized economic and health relief efforts.  However, these actions were met with strong 

criticisms from both sides of the political spectrum.  Many Democrats believed that not enough 

was being done, and many Republicans thought the lockdowns were unnecessary.  Some would 

go as far as to say that the policies were oppressive and overreaching.  Although most would not 
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use such drastic words, many critics from the Republican Party believed lockdown policies or 

mask mandates were unconstitutional (Pomerance, 2020).  For example, on March 10th, 2020, 

Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer quickly declared a stay-at-home order in response to the 

Covid-19 pandemic, but the rapid response was met with great criticism (Macklin, 2021).  The 

belief that state governments were unlawfully forcing American citizens to stay in their homes or 

made to wear masks spread across the state, and garnered national attention.  Furthering anti-

mandate rhetoric, in 2020, President Donald Trump joined the conversation by tweeting, 

“Liberate Michigan,” implying Michigan was under some authoritarian regime. 

 The public’s perception of Covid-19 mandates was very polarized, and disagreement on 

how to handle Covid-19 can be explained in part by partisanship and opposing views on the role 

of the government.  I would argue the polarization under discussion reflects more the 

philosophical differences in the government than the pre-existing divisions in the country. In fact, 

many of the partisan differences on Covid-19 mandates were rooted in different values.  During 

Covid-19, these different values inevitably created a partisan divide on the pandemic response.  

First, Democrats tend to trust knowledge and science, whereas Republicans tend to trust 

normative institutions and businesses (Brady & Kent, 2025).  Democrats were more supportive 

of state-level mandates such as mask mandates and social distancing, especially when medical 

professionals were supportive of the mandates.  While Democrats were primarily concerned with 

the medical risk, Republicans might be more concerned about the pandemic’s role in the 

economy, businesses, and societal norms.  Additionally, Republicans tend to prefer limited 

government, while Democrats typically believe in a stronger government (Goren, 2005).  

Therefore, many Republicans were against mandates that restrict citizens in any way and many 
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Democrats were in favor of mandates.  In fact, Democrats reported following CDC 

recommendations more than Republicans (Gadarian et al, 2021). 

As trust in institutions declines, it is important to recognize factors that affect trust, such 

as political partisanship.  Although the drop could be a part of a larger trend of declining trust, 

the pandemic may have worsened the state of low trust in the United States.  While many 

scholars argue that a lack of trust in institutions creates difficulties in the government, trust 

scholars have debated the importance of distrust.  Warren (2017; 1999), Braithwaite (1998), and 

Hardin (1999) view distrust as an important mechanism to democracies as it keeps political 

actors accountable.  Although Hardin (1999) does not necessarily see a cause for concern in 

declining trust, Warren (2017; 1999) and Braithwaite (1998) see an issue in encouraging citizens 

who do not trust their institutions to turn to civic participation rather than other exhibits of 

frustration.   

 To Warren (2017; 1999) and Braithwaite’s (1998) point, during this period, there was a 

rise in anti-government movements and activities (Fominaya 2022) Berger (1967) describes anti-

government ideology as “tied to a belief that a country’s founding values or principles have been 

corrupted” (pg. 32).  Anti-government movements are one of many growing far-right 

movements.  Pirro (2023) describes far-right as “an umbrella concept used to refer to the 

‘(populist) radical’ and ‘extreme’ variants of right-wing politics” (pg. 103).  Brady and Kent 

(2025) argue that these movements, including anti-government, far-right, and populist groups, 

are the “cost of institutional distrust” (pg. 61).  The cost of institutional distrust is even greater 

when these movements turn to political violence to act.  For example, on October 8th, 2020, it 

was revealed to the public that the FBI prevented the kidnapping of Michigan Governor 

Gretchen Whitmer.  The group of individuals who planned the abduction had a connection to, or 
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were active members of, the Wolverine Watchmen.  The Wolverine Watchmen is a far-right 

militia group with many former military or police individuals (Macklin, 2021).  During the 

pandemic, the Wolverine Watchmen consistently targeted government entities such as the Capitol 

building in Lansing, Michigan, and law enforcement officials.  The actions of the group were 

responses to Governor Whitmer’s decision to issue a stay-at-home order, according to Macklin 

(2021).  Although many across the nation did not trust the U.S. government to handle the 

pandemic correctly, it was an anti-government group that demanded deliberate action be taken 

against government officials.  

 Anti-government groups are an example of a far-right extremist movement which is 

continuing to grow in Western countries.  Scholars of all disciplines have sought to find the 

reason for the growth of the far-right movement, and some have found success in the grievance 

hypothesis.  The grievance hypothesis argues that people turn to far-right movements because of 

their own social or economic grievances.  Grievance studies show promise in explaining how 

certain conditions help radicalize people into far-right movements (Artelaris & Mavormmatis, 

2020; Marcinkiewicz, 2017).  It is understood that grievances from changing economic or social 

conditions don’t necessarily cause radicalization but rather increase the likelihood.   

To continue the previous example, several anti-government movements, such as 

Wolverine Watchmen, arose during the Covid-19 pandemic in which economic or social 

grievances thrived.   Grievances are formed by a perceived threat to a group (Wood, Reinhardt, 

& Windsor, 2022).  In the case of Covid-19, the grievances were highly polarized.  Democrats 

perceived Covid-19 and a lack of action from their states to be a threat.  Republicans’ grievances 

were formed from strict social mandates , such as stay-at-home orders or mask mandates (Wood, 

Reinhardt, & Windsor, 2022).  By suddenly changing the way Americans lived their day-to-day 
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life, most social mandates enacted created conditions for grievances (Wood, Reinhardt, & 

Windsor, 2022).   

During Covid-19, the impacts on the United States economy threatened the average 

American.  For example, the United States GDP fell 8.9 percent in 2020 (White House, 2022).  

Additionally, many small businesses closed, some healthcare workers went on strike, and the 

unemployment rate rose.  From the economic conditions of Covid-19, a sense of threat to 

economic livelihood was prevalent.  Wood, Reinhardt, and Windsor (2022) argue the abruptness 

of the social and economic grievance could lead to civic unrest.  I will take a slightly different 

approach to previous grievance hypothesis studies.  Rather than examine the role of grievances 

on far-right movements, the objective of this thesis is to apply the grievance hypothesis to the 

decline in trust, using Covid-19 as a case study.   

More specifically, my research explores grievances as negative reactions to changing 

conditions caused by the sudden actions of various institutions.  In the theoretical framework, I 

note grievances to be partisan, especially with the increased polarization during Covid-19.  

Support for actions such as mask mandates and business closures usually fell within party lines, 

as noted above.  Other factors might include social and economic positions, such as racial and 

ethnic minority groups.  Also, various experiences during the pandemic might affect the 

perception of institutions like time spent in lockdown or medical exposure.  The different factors 

that might affect trust in institutions will be discussed further in Chapter 2.  Primarily, this thesis 

considers grievances as perceptions opposing the actions taken during Covid-19. 

Therefore, the research question for this thesis is, “Can changes in social or economic 

conditions, caused by exogenous shock, influence trust in institutions?”  The actions of 

individuals who do not trust the government, such as the Wolverine Watchmen, are why this 
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research is important.  This thesis does not argue, as Hobbes and Locke do, that trust is needed 

for a government to be legitimate.  Instead, the subsequent chapters outline contemporary 

scholars’ argument that a lack of trust in institutions is important to a modern democracy because 

it holds institutions accountable.  In fact, democracy allows specific outlets for when citizens do 

not trust their representatives, such as voting or civic engagement.   

I will argue that when trust in institutions declines, anti-government movements could be 

one of the consequences (Brady & Kent, 2025; Warren 2017, 1999; Braithwaite, 1998).  When 

levels of institutional trust are low, it might provide opportunities for anti-government 

movements to recruit within an area.  For example, when an individual does not trust the state 

government, they might be more likely to relate to anti-government groups such as Wolverine 

Watchmen’s message.  As I noted before, Berger (1967) argues that anti-government groups 

often share the belief that their country has been corrupted or abandoned its values.  If 

individuals do not trust their institutions, they might go on to believe that the country is corrupt 

or at least be open to the idea.  

Drawing from previous studies, this thesis employs the grievance hypothesis to explain 

the relationship between the changing social and economic conditions of Covid-19 and the 

declining trust that followed.  More specifically, I utilize Collier and Hoefler’s (2000) grievances 

of lack of political rights, economic incompetence, and economic inequality to explore the 

proposed relationship between institutional trust and grievances.  Collier and Hoefller’s (2000) 

understanding of grievances provide a framework for what conditions might impact institutional 

trust.  

 Using OLS regression analysis, I analyze the relationship between economic and social 

change and trust in various institutions.  I focus on three different levels of government: local, 
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state, and federal.  Within the federal government, I focus on both Congress and the White 

House.  This allows me to test for variation in trust across institutions that represented by 

different partisan majorities.  There are three hypotheses for this thesis: (1) States with stricter 

Covid-19 measures will have lower trust in institutions; (2) States with a greater negative change 

in unemployment rate will have lower trust in institutions than in states with no or smaller 

change in employment rate; and (3) States with a greater positive change in quarterly GDP will 

have lower trust in institutions than in states with no or smaller change in quarterly GDP.  Using 

regression, I will be able to test whether or not the social and economic conditions caused by the 

pandemic had any impact on the levels of trust in government institutions.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework, Literature Review, and Hypotheses. 

Theoretical Framework 

Defining Trust 

 Foremost, the goal of this thesis is to understand how trust develops and what conditions 

can affect it.  Hardin (1993) describes trust as “a three-part relation: A trusts B to do X” (pg. 

506).   Hardin’s (1993) definition of trust is the best fit for this project as it most reflects the 

survey question.  I will examine a fourth part: A does or does not trust B to do X because of Y.  

More specifically, do citizens not trust the institutions to handle Covid-19 because of economic 

or social change?  Warren (1999) argues that the literature on trust is vast but rarely focuses on 

how trust is affected by “an indirect consequence of political institutions, economic 

development, or cultural transformation” (pg. 2).  The goal of this thesis is to investigate whether 

declining trust is an indirect consequence of the economic decline and/or changing social 

conditions brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic.   

 To be more precise, the analysis will be focus on institutional trust rather than cultural 

trust.  Institutional trust is simply the trust citizens put in their institutions.  To reiterate, 

institutions are defined as “constraints that human beings impose on themselves” (North, 1990, 

pg.5).   The broad definition is intentional because the concept of institutions includes many 

things.  For example, institutional trust includes the trust a citizen places in their local 

government or the U.S. Constitution.  This thesis focuses on four institutions: local government, 

state government, Congress, and the White House.   

Cultural trust focuses more on the social aspect of trust.  For example, interpersonal trust 

is a form of cultural trust between citizens.  Studies on cultural trust usually examine trust as a 
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part of a nation’s culture.  According to Mishler and Rose (2000), most trust literature will fall 

into one of these two categories.  Here, I am focusing on institutional trust.  

Now, with “Trust Deficit Disorder” on the rise in Western countries (Guterres, 2019), and 

only 19% of Americans reporting they trust the government to do what is right (Pew Research 

Center, n.d), an important question arises, why do state’s need citizen’s trust?  Russell Hardin 

(1999) and Warren (1999) note the concept of trusting one’s government goes against the 

fundamental principles of modern democracies.  Furthermore, Krishnamurthy (2015) argues that 

“distrust’s democratic value lies in its ability to temper tyranny” (pg. 391).  While most 

contemporary scholars reject the idea that legitimacy is rooted in trust, they also recognize 

distrust as a fundamental check to political elites.   

 In other words, principles such as civic participation, pluralism, checks and balances, or 

the rule of law depend on a lack of trust in the government.  Hardin (1999) and Warren (1999) 

would agree that distrust in institutions is the mechanism that holds elected representatives 

accountable for their actions.  If citizens trusted their institutions to act in their best interests, 

citizens would not seek to participate in democracy.  As John Braithwaite (1998) said, “The 

reason that it is undesirable to maximize citizens’ trust in institutions is that institutions are 

concentrations of power with the potential for great evil” (pg. 357).  Institutions have the power 

to commit evil acts and maximizing citizen trust is foolish since distrust holds institutions 

accountable.  The concept of having mechanisms in place for citizens to voice their distrust is 

called institutionalized distrust (Warren, 2017, 1999; Braithwaite, 1998).  Rather than have 

citizens simply distrust, distrust is embedded in our institutions.   

 Let’s use an argument Hardin (1998) uses: If distrustful citizens use voting as 

institutionalized distrust intends, then low voter turnout means the government did not create low 
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levels of trust.  Hardin (1998) argues citizens who trust their government do not feel the need to 

vote while those who do not trust their government do.  Hardin (1998) takes the stance that a 

lack of voting is a positive reflection of a government rather than a negative one.  While this may 

be true, the lack of voters, or civic engagement in general, is still concerning.  Warren (2017) 

rightfully warns against passive citizens, “when it [distrust] is generalized, citizens can withdraw 

into cynicism and alienated passivity, and the mechanisms of institutionalized distrust that 

motivate responsiveness from political elites fall into disuse” (pg. 35).  As Natasha Linstaedt 

(2024) brilliantly said, “Regimes that have meaningful elections are democracies, while those 

that don’t are autocracies” (pg. 18).  It is absurd to argue that low voter turnout is a good 

concept, or even a neutral concept, in a representative democracy, for it is the very concept that 

keeps our democracy functioning.  

 Now, it might be true that the declining trust in the United States does not necessarily 

create an issue of legitimacy.  However, as a representative democracy, the inability to encourage 

citizens to act on their distrust creates a larger issue.  As trust declines and becomes common 

amongst citizens, and institutionalized distrust fails, the mechanisms that hold institutions 

accountable will deteriorate.  Distrust is neither good nor bad by itself.  Democratic governments 

must allow their citizens to distrust the state while encouraging active citizenship (Braithwaite, 

1998).  The solution does not become to undo distrust, but rather how to institutionalize distrust 

more effectively.  

 Primarily, when distrust is not institutionalized, citizens who do not trust the government 

do not vote.  However, I argue that citizens can take one step further into their distrust.  While it 

is true that distrust might not be a bad concept, it could have the potential to contribute to 

increasing political violence.  If people distrust the government to an extreme level, they might 
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feel the need to act upon their distrust beyond voting or engaging in the political process.  

Instead, they could engage in violent acts.  For example, January 6th, 2021, was a day on which 

citizens, who previously utilized the electoral institution, attempted to actively stop the 

institution from functioning by using violence.  More specifically, on January 6th, a crowd of 

Trump supporters, either disgruntled by the lost election or under the belief the 2020 election 

was truly rigged, entered the capitol building to prevent former Vice President Mike Pence from 

certifying the election.  As Brady and Kent (2025) argue, “those participating in and sympathetic 

to the January 6th, 2021, insurrection have voiced their lack of trust in the election system, the 

federal government and its bureaucracy, the Congress of the United States, and many other 

institutions” (pg. 61).  The January 6th insurrection was a group acting on their lack of trust in 

institutions.  It is one of many cases in which distrust does not cause people to simply vote, but 

commit acts of political violence, such as an insurrection.  Beyond the events of January 6th, the 

2020 election had the highest voter turnout in United States history, introducing an interesting 

relationship (Haritg et al, 2023).  To Hardin’s point, the high voter turnout could indicate high 

distrust in the politicians in office.  

 In the case of the 2020 election, institutional trust was low, and voter turnout was the 

highest it has ever been, but political violence was high as well.  In addition to January 6th, far-

right extremism action continues to rise.  Examples include the increased targeting of minority 

groups as the perceived cause of unexplainable events or the increased violence against political 

leaders, such as the attempted assassination of President Donald Trump.  These extremist acts 

that have been on the rise in the United States are the reason the government, and its citizens, 

should be wary of growing distrust in the country.  The idea of distrust as a condition that can 

nudge one towards extremism, and possibly committing political violence, is worthy of future 
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research.  This is not to say that distrustful people become extremists, but rather that might be 

part of a larger process.  Additionally, the idea of high voter turnout as a consequence of extreme 

distrust should be considered in future research as well. 

Trust Studies 

 Current studies researching the cause and effect of trust tend to fall within two categories 

of hypotheses: cultural and institutional theories.  As mentioned before, institutional trust focuses 

on a citizen’s trust in institutions while cultural trust primarily focuses on trust in fellow citizens.  

Both theories can be further explained by Mishler and Rose’s (2001) guide to current trust 

theories that provides a framework for future trust hypotheses.  First, Mishler and Rose (2001) 

describe cultural theories as hypothesizing trust as inherently cultural with a focus on 

interpersonal trust.  Interpersonal trust is trust between citizens rather than trust between citizens 

and the institutions.  Many scholars tend to focus on interpersonal trust as derived from the 

concept of social capital.  Robert Putnam (2005) described social capital as, “features of social 

life – networks, norms, and trust – that enable participants to act together more effectively to 

pursue shared objectives” (pg. 664).  Cultural theories usually explore how certain conditions 

cause a decline or rise in social capital.  

  Similarly to this thesis, Putnam (2005) relates trust back to far-right groups saying, 

“groups like the Michigan militia or youth gangs also embody a kind of social capital, for these 

networks and norms, too, enable members to cooperate more effectively” (pg. 665).  Putnam 

(2005) is speaking about anti-government militia that were popular in Michigan at the time.  

Within groups like the Michigan militia, social capital matters a great deal, specifically in 

establishing norms and networks.  Beyond militias or youth gangs, social capital can be seen in 

many places within a society, such as neighborhoods or organizations.  By examining social 
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capital in a political context, cultural theories tend to focus on civic engagement rather than 

political participation (Putnam, 2005).   

Cultural theories started to grow in the early 2000’s but made significant strides post-

pandemic (Ji & Long, 2022).  Many studies focused on interpersonal trust, or “generalized faith 

in the honest and integrity of others” (Shah, 1998, pg. 477).  According to Bin Ji and Ruyin Long 

(2022), the United States published 758 articles on interpersonal trust from 1956 to 2020, with 

significantly more in the years post-pandemic.  These studies covered a variety of different 

perspectives.  For example, Dhavan Shah (1998) studied the relationship between civic 

engagement and interpersonal trust, including analyzing Putnam’s (1995) famous position on the 

role of television on social capital.  Putnam’s (1995) position stated the television destroys social 

capital, furthering one’s relationship with civic engagement.  Advancing Putnam’s (1995) 

findings, Shah (1998) found the relationship primarily flows from civic engagement to 

interpersonal trust.  Both Putnam (1995) and Shah (1998) also found watching television only 

plays a small role in the decline of trust in fellow citizens.  One example of work focused on 

interpersonal trust during the pandemic was Fang et al (2023).  Fang et al (2023) found a medical 

exposure to Covid-19 led to a decrease in general interpersonal trust, including trust in local 

government officials.  A medical exposure to Covid-19 had little effect on trust in doctors, 

strangers, and fellow citizens (Fang et al, 2023).  This thesis does not take on the cultural 

approach, which examines cultural trust rather than institutional trust.  Instead, this thesis uses an 

institutional approach to study trust in city government, state government, Congress, and White 

House.   

First, Mishler and Rose (2000) emphasize that institutional theories are “politically 

endogenous” (pg. 31).  According to Mishler and Rose (2000), institutional theories view 
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institutional trust as an evaluation of the institution’s performance.  In a review of opposing 

theories, Jack Citrin and Alura Stoker (2018) agree most with the institutional theories saying, 

“The underlying threat in every hypothesis is that trust declines when government and 

institutions fail to meet expected goals or follow prescribed norms” (pg. 57).  In this thesis, 

following in institutional theories, the hypothesis is the institutions failed to meet the goals of the 

public, therefore trust declined.  For example, individuals who believe that the government 

should step in during times of crisis might trust institutions to handle the pandemic.  However, 

individuals who do not believe Covid-19 had real health impacts might perceive the institutions 

handling of the pandemic differently.  Depending on the expected goals of the individual, trust 

might decline.  

Anne-Marie Jeannet (2020) compared both institution and cultural theories by studying 

the effects of mass immigration on institutional distrust in European countries.  Using a multi-

level comparative longitudinal research design, she compared both the cultural and institutional 

theories and their relevancy in the relationship between immigration and political trust in Europe 

(Jeannet, 2020).  First, to test cultural theories, she found “there is no evidence of an overall 

relationship between growth in foreign populations and citizen distrust in political institutions” 

(pg. 211).  Therefore, rejecting the cultural hypothesis in her study.  Next, to test the institutional 

hypothesis, she found those with anti-immigration attitudes in locations with a growth in 

immigrants had higher distrust (Jeannet, 2020).  To summarize, Jeannet (2020) found success in 

the institutional hypothesis which theorized Europeans distrusted their institutions because of a 

perceived failure of various institutions in immigration policy.   

Mishler and Rose (2000) separate institutional and cultural hypotheses into two more 

categories -micro and -macro.  First, a micro-institutional hypothesis is centered around the 
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evaluation of an institution’s performance.  Mishler and Rose (2001) describes the micro-

institutional hypothesis as, “Trust in institutions varies within and across countries in accordance 

with both individual attitudes and values and the social and economic position individuals 

employ” (pg. 37).  Second, the macro-institutional hypothesis “emphasize the aggregate 

performance of institution … the outputs of institutions are assumed to determine individual 

responses” (pg. 32).  Using Mishler and Rose’s (2001) framework, the macro-institutional 

hypothesis is the best fit for this thesis because it addresses the performance of the institution 

which determines individual responses.  This research examines the survey responses of 

individuals within a state with the state’s economic and social performance during the pandemic.  

As mentioned previously, different conditions, such as time spent in quarantine, might affect 

individual response to the state’s performance.  By using a state-level approach, the results will 

show the survey respondents’ evaluation of a state as an institution, and how it might affect trust 

in other institutions as well.  It can be expected that trust in state government, the primary driver 

of Covid-19 mandates, will be impacted most.   

Although this thesis utilizes the macro-institutional hypothesis, it is best to emphasize 

one aspect of the micro-institutional hypothesis as well.  Specifically, the micro-institutional 

hypothesis puts more emphasis on an individual’s social and economic position.  Within the 

micro-institutional hypothesis, Mishler and Rose (2001) suggest the role of an individual’s social 

and economic position is important to institutional trust and is worth exploring.  This aspect of 

the micro-institutional hypothesis has been studied by several scholars.  Van Erkel and van der 

Meer (2015), using a fixed-effects analysis of Eurobarometer data, found a relationship between 

economic performance and political trust of an individual.  In the study, van Erkel and van der 
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Meer (2015) found the impact of a European country’s macroeconomic performance is most felt 

by the less educated groups.   

As for an individual’s social position, Anne-Marie Jeannet (2020) found that institutional 

trust in groups with preexisting opposition to immigration was most affected by mass 

immigration.   In the United States, Blankenship and Steward (2019) examined the 2016 election 

to describe the influence of social power on institutional trust, like the power of social and 

economic positions.  Furthermore, trust can vary from different social and economic positions, 

such as age, race, ethnicity, or political affiliation.   

Within Mishler and Rose’s (2001) institutional hypothesis, institutional trust is an 

evaluation of the institutions.  Whether on an individual or community level, there is a goal that 

is expected for the institution to carry out.  A group of individuals, taking into account both their 

partisanship and race, carries a set of values that affect their trust in institutions.  Within this 

framework, there is an expected goal that various institutions are expected to meet when 

handling the pandemic.  If this goal is not met, then trust in institutions will decline.   

Trust and Partisanship 

Partisanship plays an important role in trust in two main ways.  First, whether an 

individual’s party is in power affects how they view institutions.  Keele (2005) found that 

“changes in party control of government institutions have an effect on how partisans trust the 

government” (pg. 881).  Kitchens and Goldberg (2024) found similar results at a local level 

saying, “If the other party was in power at the state level, the school board members from 

opposing parties had less trust in that source” (pg. 1441).   Overall, it can be assumed that 

partisan power, as in which party is in power, would have some effect on institutional trust.  
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  Additionally, partisan power might influence public health compliance.  Goldstein and 

Wiedemann’s (2021) Covid-19 compliance study found that “the partisan compliance gap 

shrinks when directives are given by Republican leaders, suggesting citizens are more trusting of 

co-partisan leaders” (pg. 412).  Beyond Covid-19, Krupenkin (2020) found similar results with 

vaccine compliance in the Bush and Obama administrations.  Partisan power might affect 

whether citizens perceive mandates as bad, and if they trust institutions to handle the pandemic.  

It might also affect the expected goals for each institution during the pandemic.  

Second, as addressed in Chapter 1, both Democrats and Republicans have expected goals 

for how institutions should handle the pandemic.  For the institutional hypothesis, each party’s 

goal should affect their trust in institutions.  During the pandemic, Democrats primarily trusted 

medical experts and were concerned with stopping the spread of the virus (Keer et al, 2021).   

Green et al (2020) found that in tweets during Covid-19, “the words most frequently used by 

Democrats concern public health and direct aid to workers (e.g., health, leave, and testing)” (pg. 

2).  In the pandemic, Democrats were primarily worried about the public health crisis of Covid-

19.  This concern for Covid-19 as a public health crisis is shown in a study on compliance with 

stay-at-home orders (Goldstein & Wiedemann, 2021).  Goldstein and Wiedemann (2021) found 

that “Republican-leaning counties comply less than Democratic-leaning ones” with stay-at-home 

orders (pg. 411).  The results of Goldstein and Wiedmann’s (2021) study further outline how 

Democrats react to the Covid-19 mandates differently than Republicans.  

While Democrats were concerned with the public’s health, Republicans were more 

concerned with maintaining societal norms and keeping the economy alive.  Compared to tweets 

from Democrats, “the words most frequently used by Republicans concern national unity, China, 

and business (e.g., together, United States, China, and business” (Green et al, 2020, pg. 2).  
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Given the Covid-19 mandates and economic decline, it is safe to assume their goals were not 

met, which might lead to a decline in institutional trust.  

 This thesis understands grievances as the reaction to unmet goals.  Bram Sizoo et al 

(2022) argue grievances contain two elements, “the implicit negative effect (sense-making) 

associated with grievances are related to the perceived injustice by another (interpersonal 

relatedness)” (Para 5).  In other words, a condition that produces negative emotions because of 

perceived injustice.  In the case of this thesis, negative emotions are derived from the perceived 

injustice of Covid-19 mandates and economic decline in 2020.   

The concept of grievances has been extensively studied, especially in civil war and 

conflict literature.  To explore grievances during Covid-19, this thesis will utilize Paul Collier 

and Anke Hoefller’s (2000) grievance theory.  More specifically, Collier and Hoeffler (2000) 

identify perceptions of economic inequality, economic incompetence, and lack of political rights 

as grievances.  Originally, Collier and Hoeffler (2000) used these grievances to study economic 

agendas in civil war conflicts.  Even though the original intent of Collier and Hoefller’s (2000) 

grievance was to address rebel groups, their work opens the door for studies on any source of 

conflict.  

 Within this thesis, the anti-government or far-right groups are considered rebel groups.  

Collier and Hoefller (2000) present an argument that certain grievances arise out of conflict and 

are popularized by prominent groups.  Of the four grievances Collier and Hoeffler (2000) 

describe, three are appliable to the Covid-19 pandemic and the rhetoric that was pushed by those 

on the far-right during that time: economic inequality, economic incompetence, and lack of 

political rights.  These grievances show different framing of conflicts, originally deriving from 

greed, and how grievances are perceived during times of conflict.  Therefore, by utilizing the 
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grievances outside of Collier and Hoeffler’s (2000) intended use, scholars can pinpoint perceived 

injustices during a time of conflict.  To be clear, Collier and Hoeffler’s (2000) outline will be 

used to identify what aspects of the pandemic might generate grievances.  This will then form the 

basis of how variables are defined for this project.  

First, both Collier and Hoefller’s (2000) grievances of economic inequality and economic 

incompetence are applicable to the pandemic and the years following.  As Collier and Hoefller 

(2000) say, “an economy that had experiences rapid economic decline might be more prone to 

rebellion than one that experience rapid growth and so offered hope” (pg. 26).  Established in 

Chapter 1 and subsequent chapters, the Covid-19 period of 2020, and post-pandemic years, were 

a time of economic inequality for many in the United States.  The United States economy faced a 

GDP decline, high unemployment rates, and closures of businesses.  The impact of a global rapid 

economic decline has negative consequences both at an individual level and also for the 

government.  For example, Snel et al (2022) found that individuals who experienced more 

economic insecurity during the pandemic had more discontent with the Covid-19 mandates.  

Additionally, in a comparative study, Kwon and Park (2022) found that US and UK Twitter users 

“showed a tendency to assign blame to governments for their incompetent handling of the 

pandemic regarding, for example, economic issues” (pg. 9).  The rapid economic decline during 

the period of Covid-19 generated the grievances of economic inequality and economic 

incompetence, which can be considered as “grievances” for this project.   

Next, primarily due to Covid-19 mandates, Collier and Hoeffler’s (2000) narrative of a 

general lack of political rights became popular.  As economic insecurity rose during the Covid-19 

pandemic, social restrictions, such as stay-at-home orders or mask mandates also generated a 

perceptions of a lack of political rights among American citizens.  Since social restrictions 
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helped create this narrative, it becomes a social grievance that might create national distrust in 

institutions.  According to a 2020 study by Brookings (2020), 64 percent of Americans believed 

it was their right as an American to not wear a mask.  In a study on Twitter, Lu He (et al) (2021) 

found 12.3 percent contained “beliefs that mandatory mask-wearing policies infringe upon 

personal liberty, or that those mask mandates are politicized and are manipulation tactics by 

certain politicians and special interest groups” (pg. 1570).  Most Americans believed mask 

mandates were an infringement on their rights, but only some considered the mandates to be an 

attack on personal liberty.  

While some people viewed Covid-19 restrictions as an attack on their personal liberty, 

some also viewed it as an attack on freedom of assembly as established in the First Amendment 

(Bethke & Wolff, 2020).  Specifically, the First Amendment provides the people with the right to 

assemble (U.S. Const. amend.  I).   Whether the Covid-19 mandates legitimately took away 

citizens’ political rights or not, there was a perception for some that it did infringe on rights.  

Many groups held strong beliefs that they lacked political rights due to Covid-19 mandates, 

which is in line with Collier and Hoeffler’s (2000) narrative of a general lack of political rights 

as a social grievance.  An important point here is that these grievances were illustrated in and 

through the different narratives of various groups who perceived their political rights as under 

attack.   

A key point in Collier and Hoeffler’s (2000) concept of grievance is how it can explain 

rebel group recruitment.  More specifically, Collier and Hoeffler (200) attempt to explain 

whether a conflict is greed-motivated or grievance-motivated.  When the grievances grow among 

a population, the rebel group in the civil war will grow as well.  In this case, the United States is 

not at war, and there is no specific rebel group.  This thesis takes the perspective of anti-
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government groups as the voice to grievances that create conflict and, at times, political violence.  

Groups such as the Wolverine Watchmen, or cases like January 6th, 2021, show how grievances 

can contribute to political violence in the United States.  Thus, grievances can explain how 

institutional distrust is generated during Covid-19.   

However, anti-government groups are not the only ones empowering these grievances.  

Perhaps because of growing polarization, opposing political parties tend to drive these 

grievances.  Homolar and Scholz (2019) argue that “political agents choose how they 

discursively legitimate their leadership claims in order to manipulate individuals’ psychological 

traits and fuel pre-existing socio-economic grievances for political gain” (pg. 359).  While there 

is no specific rebel group in the United States, many anti-government movements and supporting 

politicians also utilize these grievances for political gain.   

Therefore, on a partisan level, people had an idea of how institutions should handle the 

pandemic.  According to institutional theories, trust will decline when those goals are not met.  

For Democrats, the goals they wish institutions to meet would prioritize public health.  For 

Republicans, the goals would be to uphold societal norms and keep a stable economy.  When 

those goals are not met, we expect trust to decline, but also grievances to form.  By utilizing 

Collier and Hoefller’s (2000) understanding of grievances, this thesis identifies popular 

grievances during the Covid-19 by the far-right, and the Democrats.   

Racial and Ethnic Minorities 

Trust also works differently for racial and ethnic minorities.  First, different racial and 

ethnic minority groups have different levels of institutional trust.  For example, in the United 

States, one study found that Asians had the highest levels of institutional trust compared to other 
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racial minorities,’ while American Indian/Alaskan Natives had the lowest levels (Bagasra, Doan, 

& Allen, 2021).  Additionally, Blankenship et al (2021) found there was an important link 

between racial and ethnic groups’ centrality, or the influence of each group, and trust in various 

institutions.  Similarly, Elizabeth Suhary et al (2022) found greater decline in institutional trust 

during Covid-19 in Black and Hispanic Americans.  

While racial and ethnic minority groups tend to have higher levels of institutional trust, 

their institutional trust is more sensitive to injustice than white people (Wu, Wilkes, & Wilson, 

2022).  Interestingly, Wilkes (2014) found that the effects of partisanship on institutional trust 

can vary from race to race, specifically in Black and White Democrats.  Wilkes (2014) also 

found that “political winning and losing has a differential effect on Black Americans’ trust than it 

does on White Americans trust” (pg. 367).  The difference in how various racial groups within 

political parties react to trust adds another element to trust.  Like partisanship, minority groups 

will have a decline in institutional trust when goals, such as witnessing racial injustice, are not 

met. 

During Covid-19, racial and ethnic minorities were disproportionally impacted by the 

pandemic (Boserup et al, 2020).  In fact, racial and ethnic minorities were hospitalized more than 

whites and had greater death rates (Boserup et al, 2020).  For support for Covid-19 policies, 

“racial and ethnic minority group members in general, and Black Americans in particular, were 

most afraid of COVID-19, concerned for people of color getting infected, supportive of COVID-

19 mitigation policies” (pg. 5).  Despite being disproportionally affected by the pandemic, these 

findings suggest racial and ethnic minority groups might be more trusting of institutions 

implementing Covid-19 mandates.  

Trust and Education 
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 Comparatively, the role of education and income levels with the institutional theory has 

been understudied.  Foremost, Wang and Gordon (2011) found that “personal education and 

income level are positively and significantly related with the level of trust” (pg. 588).  Other 

research tends to focus on how corruption affects institutional trust in various groups, such as 

low-income or highly educated.  For example, Hakhverdian and Mayne (2012) approached the 

relationship between education, trust, and corruption using the institutional theory.  More 

specifically, their studies attempt to find if educated citizens’ trust were more affected by 

corruption.  Hakverdian and Mayne (2012) found that “citizens’ with more education are not 

only more likely to be better able to identify practices that undermine the smooth functioning of 

democratic institutions; they are also more likely to be normatively troubled by such practices” 

(pg. 747).  Similarly to racial and ethnic minorities, more factors, such as the ability to recognize 

undemocratic practices, are going to affect highly educated individuals’ institutional trust.   

While there was limited research on the role of an individual’s income level on 

institutional trust, some research indicates a relationship between income inequality and 

institutional trust.  For example, both Anderson and Singer (2008) and Lipps and Schraff (2020) 

found that more income inequality within a country produces decreased institutional trust.  

However, this perspective is not widely accepted.  Kim et al (2021) argue that social class is a 

better indicator of institutional trust than income inequality.  Most importantly, the relationship 

between institutional trust, rather than interpersonal or cultural, and income levels or education 

has been understudied.  Future research might consider investigating the role of income and 

education on institutional trust.  

In addition to various social and economic positions, an individual’s experience of the 

Covid-19 pandemic might influence their institutional trust as well.  Specifically, aspects of the 



 
 

xxx 
 

pandemic that might vary from household to household such as time spent in quarantine, vaccine 

compliance, or medical exposure to Covid-19.  Individuals who spent more time in quarantine 

might have more grievances than individuals in states with less restrictions.  These factors might 

be especially true for those facing economic insecurity.  

Many other factors affect the perception of institutions.  Although many people faced the 

economic and social conditions of Covid-19, not all will develop grievances towards institutions.  

A variety of factors, including some listed here, influence people’s perception of institutions.  For 

example, as mentioned previously, individuals who believe Covid-19 was a health concern might 

not have strong grievances about the Covid-19 mandates.  Individuals who believe Covid-19 was 

a hoax or had no real health impact might have strong grievances towards institutions that 

enacted the mandates.  Also, those who faced economic insecurity might be more critical of 

institutional response than others.  All these factors will play an important role if grievances were 

generated within a state.  

To review, Mishler and Rose (2001) offer a valuable framework for formulating 

hypotheses about trust.  Within this framework, it is evident that the cultural hypotheses are 

overwhelmingly, more studied than the institutional hypotheses.  Studies in institutional 

hypotheses acknowledge the importance of social positions to institutional trust (van Erkel & van 

der Meer, 2015; Blankenship & Steward, 2019; Blankenship et al, 2021; Jeannet, 2020).  

However, using the framework of Mishler and Rose (2001), this thesis will examine macro-level 

predictors, including the economic and social performance of states during the Covid-19 

pandemic.  Furthermore, this thesis attempts to apply grievances, as defined earlier in this 

chapter, to the macro-institutional hypotheses.  In other words, do social and economic 

grievances, which vary across states, affect trust in government institutions?  
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Hypotheses 

Many scholars studying institutional trust tends to study how it affects a democratic state, 

establishing why trust is important or not important (Warren, 1999, 2017; Hardin, 1993, 1998, 

1999; Braithwaite, 1998; Baumgold, 2013).  This is not to say there is a complete lack of studies 

on how institutional trust develops.  A few scholars have studied various factors, specifically the 

role of social positions, but not nearly as many as interpersonal trust (van Erkel & van der Meer, 

2015; Blankenship & Steward, 2019; Blankenship et al, 2021; Jeannet, 2020).  The central 

question of this thesis is, “Can changes in social or economic conditions, caused by exogenous 

shock, affect trust in institutions?”   

 There is less research studying the relationship between grievances and institutional trust.  

Using Collier and Hoeffler’s grievances, Covid-19 was chosen as the timeframe for the research 

question because the pandemic was a time when economic and social grievances existed.  First, 

social grievances were formed from strict mandates, such as stay-at-home orders or mask 

mandates.  As social grievances, the mandates were chosen if they generated a narrative of a lack 

of political rights in at least some of the population.  Any state measure enacted in response to 

the pandemic quickly changed the way Americans live their day-to-day lives, which in turn 

helped shape grievances.   

Covid-19 mandates were perceived as tyrannical and led to the formation of various anti-

government movements, partly fueled by social grievances.  For example, as described earlier, 

the Wolverine Watchmen’s attempt to kidnap Governor Gretchen Whitmer happened due to a 

belief that the Governor’s Covid-19 lockdown orders and mask mandates were a part of a larger 

government conspiracy.  The conspiracy was the Governor and other politicians in the 

government were attempting to restrict the freedom of Americans by requiring citizens to stay 
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indoors, to wear masks when in public, or other social mandates.  The case of the Wolverine 

Watchmen is one extreme reaction to Covid-19 measures.  A less severe example of political 

protest, in reaction to mandates, were labor protests that erupted due to small business 

shutdowns, underpaid and understaffed healthcare workers, and mask requirements (Trappman et 

al, n.d.).   While Covid-19 mandates required direct action that changed the everyday life of an 

average American, the mandates often had long-term consequences that affected the working 

class (Kochhar & Sechopolous, 2022). 

 Additionally, economic grievances were also prevalent during Covid-19.  While social 

mandates were direct actions of a government institution, the economic effects of those mandates 

were indirectly caused by the mandates and other measures.  Concerns over the economic 

conditions of Covid-19 was shared by most Americans all over the country, and it was evident 

that lower- and middle-class families were most at risk.  According to the Pew Research Center, 

“the median income of lower-income households decreased by 3.0% and the median income of 

middle-income households fell by 2.1%” (Kochhar & Sechopolous, 2022., para 1).  The upper-

income households were relatively the same from 2019-2020 (Kochhar & Sechopolous, 2022).  

The economic conditions of Covid-19 further drove discussions of economic inequality.  The 

perceived lack of government action on the cost of living or unemployment created discussions 

of the White House’s economic incompetence (Warf, 2022).  The perceived lack of action would 

show most prominent four years later during the 2024 presidential election, which showed 

inflation as a top issue for Americans (Pew Research Center, n.d.).  However, some aid from 

Congress, such as the Covid-19 relief checks, was a direct action from a government institution 

that sought to help the economy.  Rather than measure the direct action to aid the economy, this 
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thesis focuses on the indirect effects of Covid-19.  More specifically, the state-level GDP and 

unemployment rate .  

In this thesis, it is hypothesized that all the economic and social changes brought about 

from the pandemic generated grievances that lead to institutional distrust.  In 2020, trust in the 

government was at a historical low (Pew Research Center, n.d.).  Only 24 percent of Americans 

reported that they “trust the government to do what is right just about always/most of the time” 

(Pew Research Center, n.d.).  Following the pandemic, in 2023, the number of Americans who 

reported they trust the government to do the right thing continued to drop to 19 percent (Pew 

Research Center, n.d.).  Although there was already a preexisting trend of declining institutional 

trust, the pandemic, perhaps the cultural and economic conditions of the pandemic, accelerated 

the trend.  

Therefore, the intention of this study is to pinpoint whether, if either, changing economic 

or social conditions led to a widespread drop in institutional trust.  The hypotheses can be drawn 

from the methodological framework provided by Mishler and Rose’s (2001) institutional theory 

which states, “Trust in institutions varies within and across countries in accordance with both 

individual attitudes and values and the social and economic positions individuals employ” (pg. 

37).  It is expected that various social and economic positions might influence state-level survey 

results.  However, drawing from the structure of Mishler and Rose’s (2001) macro-institutional 

hypothesis, the hypotheses for this study “emphasize the aggregate performance of institutions” 

during Covid-19 (pg. 32).  I hypothesize the following relationships in this study:  

Hypothesis 1: States with stricter Covid-19 measures will 

have lower trust in institutions than  states with less strict 

Covid-19 measures.  
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Hypothesis 2: States with a greater negative change in 

unemployment rate will have lower trust in institutions than  

states with no or smaller change in unemployment rate.  

Hypothesis 3: States with a greater positive change in 

quarterly GDP will have lower trust in institutions than  

states with no change in quarterly GDP 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Methods 

 To test Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3, this thesis employs a quantitative approach at a state-level 

using linear regression analysis.  Trust in the following institutions will serve as the dependent 

variable in the regression models: city government, state government, Congress and the White 

House.  The data for the dependent variable of trust in various institutions comes from the 

Covid-19 States Project.  The Covid-19 States Project was a multiple survey project launched in 

all 50 states (Covid States Project, n.d.).  Survey wave 9, which was distributed between August 

7th, 2020, and August 26th, 2020, will be the focus of analysis for the results section.  August was 

an interesting point in 2020 because it was before the 2020 election, and it still had a 

combination of mandates enacted in March 2020 and mandates reenacted since removal.   

Survey respondents answered the following question, “How much do you trust the 

following people and organizations to do the right thing to best handle the current Covid-19 

outbreak?” (Covid States Project, n.d.).  Respondents answered the survey question with one of 

the following answers: no trust, little trust, some trust, or a lot of trust.  The survey listed several 

people and organizations, but this thesis will use the White House, Congress, state government, 

and city government.  Based on the institutional theory outlined by Mishler and Rose (2001), 

individuals will have expectations on how the institutions should handle the Covid-19 outbreak.  

These expectations will most likely inform their trust in the institutions.   

A univariate analysis of the survey respondents showed that there is already a preexisting 

difference in trust in each institution.   Table 1 shows the mean trust and no trust percentage of 

survey respondents across all 50 states.  Each column shows the mean percentage of survey 

respondents that reported no trust or a lot of trust in an institution.  Federal institutions are the 
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least trusted.  With the highest percentage of trust, a state average of 15.75% of respondents said 

they had trust in the White House.  Congress had a state average of 7.02% for trust.   City and 

state governments had higher percentages for trust with 22.98% for state government and 20% 

for city government.    

An important takeaway from Table 1 is White House has the highest reports of no trust 

and lowest reports of trust compared to other institutions.   At the time, the White House was 

under Republican control with President Donald Trump in office and running for a second term.  

It can be assumed that trust in the White House will rely more on partisanship than city 

government or state government.  This might suggest that trust in the White House will be more 

affected by partisanship in the regression models.   

Table 1: Variance in Trust 

 Congress State Government White House City Government 

No Trust 22.79 11.95 30.55 9.23 

Trust 7.02 22.98 15.75 20.00 

 

Based on the variance in trust across institutions, it is important to study the separate 

institutions as different dependent variables.  During Covid-19 and more generally, different 

levels of government had different roles.  During the pandemic, the city government typically 

enforced mandates from the state government.  It is to be expected that trust in the state 

government is most affected by social mandates.  Lastly, Congress and White House worked on 

legislation for different aspects of Covid-19 relief or aid.  Recognizing the different roles and 

levels of institutional trust, this thesis will separate the institutions into different regression 

models.  
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 First, to measure the conditions that generate social grievances, the independent variable 

for the first set of regression models is a scale of Covid-19 policies from non-strict (0) to most 

strict (10).  The United States Covid-19 State Policy Database has an extensive list of all policies 

enacted during the pandemic.  More specifically, the scale will determine the severity of 

mandates at the time of the survey.  Additionally, the scale identifies 10 policies that deeply 

impacted the normal lifestyle, and often the most criticized policies.  Although the database lists 

hundreds of policies, this project will use a 0-10 scale made up of the following policies:  

(1) State of emergencies 

(2) Stay at home order 

(3) Religious gatherings are not exempt from stay-at-home order 

(4) Closure of non-essential businesses 

(5) Closure of K-12 public schools 

(6) Banned visitors to nursing homes 

(7) Public mask mandate 

(8) Interstate travel quarantine 

(9) Penalty for failure to comply with vaccine distribution requirements 

(10) Closure of restaurants 

   

Any policy that did or might have generated the public to perceive a lack of political 

rights was included in the list.  Each policy will count as 1 point on the scale: either it was 

enacted at the time within the state (1), or it was not (0).  For every timeframe for the regression 

models, each state will have a number based on the restrictiveness of the Covid-19 mandates at 

the time.  Figure 1 shows the frequency of each rank on the policy scale within survey wave 9.  

By this point, all states have under 6 policies enacted, with the majority having three policies in 

place.  
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 Next, to measure economic grievances, the independent variables for the next set of 

regression models include the change in average unemployment rate by state.  Data comes from 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics offers monthly records of 

average unemployment rates of all 50 states.  Figure 2 shows the distribution of change in 

unemployment rate in survey wave 9.  Surprisingly, all states had a negative change in 

unemployment rate.  In August 2020, many states were beginning to open businesses back up, so 

it makes sense that unemployment would decrease across all states .  Nevertheless, the variable 

will still represent a change in unemployment rate and is still consistent with the grievance 

theory described in Chapter 2.  
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In addition to the unemployment rate, the average GDP by state will also be used as an 

independent variable.  The data comes from the U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of 

Economic Analysis (BEA).  BEA offers quarterly records of average GDP of all 50 states.  The 

range that GDP changes within states is wide, with a minimum value of 2766.4 and a maximum 

value of 20049.7, which creates a large range of numbers.  The mean of GDP change is 

32340.369.  Like unemployment rate, there is no negative change in GDP in any of the states.  

Within the context of GDP, a negative change would be difficult in any case of economic decline.  

Only in the case of a recession would we see negative numbers.  Again, whether slight or large, 

the GDP change is still consistent with the grievance theory described in Chapter 2.  

 In this thesis, the decline of GDP and unemployment rate in a state during Covid-19 

would generate economic grievances.  Therefore, both GDP and unemployment rate will be used 
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as independent variables in the regression models.  First, a bivariate regression analysis will be 

conducted before the introduction of control variables.  Since other studies have shown some 

success in role of identity in trust, it will be important to note they could have a significant role 

in regression models performed here.  

 For all multivariate regression models, control variables will include the following 

percentages of each state provided by the Covid States Project: age (percent 45 and over); 

education (percent high school graduates); income (percent of households income over 75K); 

race (percent white); and political affiliation (percent Republican).  The control variables were 

chosen based on what Covid States Project recommended for research on their dataset, with 

some alteration.  Below, Table 2 shows the means and standard deviation for each control 

variable.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

All controls were collected through the survey responses at a state-level.  The age 

variable is ordinal with the following options: “18 to 24”, “25 to 44”, “45 to 64”, “65 and over”.  

In the models, categories “45 to 64” and “65 and over” are collapsed into one variable.  Next, 

Table 2: Control Variables 

Control Mean Standard Deviation 

Age (45 and over) 53.233 3.926 

Education (High School Graduate) 28.516 3.996 

Income (over 75k) 28.42 6.902 

Race (White) 69.669 15.957 

Political Affiliation (Republican) 11.833 3.349 
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education is also ordinal with the following options: “Some high school,” “High School 

Graduate”, “Some College”, “bachelor’s degree”, and “Graduate Degree”.  In the models, only 

high school education will be used.  

Income is another ordinal variables being used as a control.  The dataset includes, “Under 

15K”, “15K to under 25K”, “25K to under 35K”, “35K to under 50K”, “50K to under 75K”, 

“75K to under 100K”, “100K to under 150K”, “150K to under 200K”, and “Over 200K”.  In the 

models, all the variables representing above 75k household income collapsed into one variable 

and were used as a control.  Race and political affiliation are both nominal variables.  For a 

control, only Republican and White variables are used.  

 The hypothesis presented in this thesis, and the methodology being used, address a gap in 

institutional trust literature.  The methodology uses pre-collected data by the Covid-19 States 

Project and United States Covid-19 State Policy Database to analyze the relationship between 

institutional trust and economic or social grievances.    
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Chapter 4: Results 

Bivariate Analysis 

Before attempting multivariate analysis, I will begin with a bivariate analysis with our 

independent variables, policy, GDP, and unemployment rate, and our dependent variables, trust in 

White House, Congress, state government, and city government.  First, Hypothesis 1, states with 

stricter Covid-19 measures will result in lower trust in institutions than in states with less strict 

Covid-19 measures, is analyzed in a bivariate regression between the Covid-19 policy scale and 

distrust in institutions.  According to the bivariate analysis depicted in Table 2, distrust in the 

White House is most affected by the Covid-19 mandates than Congress, state government, and 

city government.  As mentioned in previous chapters, the primary role of the White House was to 

offer financial and medical support.  The Covid-19 social mandates, which creates the policy 

scale, were enacted by state government.  It is surprising to see that distrust rises only in the case 

of the White House.  For each additional restriction, distrust in the White House rises 2 

percentage points (p-value<0.01).  

Table 2: Policy Bivariate Regression Results 
======================================================================================================================= 
                                                                 Dependent variable:                                    
                              ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
                              No Trust in White House No Trust in Congress No Trust in State Gov. No Trust in City Gov. 
                                        (1)                   (2)                   (3)                    (4)          
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Policy Scale                          2.039***              -1.953***             -3.489***              -2.601***       
                                      (0.702)               (0.714)               (1.178)                (0.933)        
                                                                                                                        
Constant                             47.990***             65.563***             42.510***              37.227***       
                                      (2.173)               (2.207)               (3.645)                (2.885)        
                                                                                                                        
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Observations                            51                     51                    51                    51           
R2                                     0.147                 0.133                 0.152                  0.137         
Adjusted R2                            0.129                 0.115                 0.134                  0.119         
Residual Std. Error (df = 49)          4.807                 4.882                 8.064                  6.382         
F Statistic (df = 1; 49)             8.423***               7.491***              8.764***              7.776***        
======================================================================================================================= 
Note:                                                                                       *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

 

Next, for Hypothesis 2, states with a greater negative change in unemployment rate will 

have lower trust in institutions than in state with no or smaller change in unemployment rate, is 

analyzed through a bivariate regression between unemployment rate and no trust in institutions.  

Table 3 shows bivariate regression results for change in unemployment rate and no trust in 
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institutions.  One interesting finding in the results is that as the change in unemployment rate 

becomes greater, survey respondents’ report of no trust in Congress, state government, and city 

government increases.  According to the descriptive statistics, all changes were negative, meaning 

the unemployment rate consistently decreased across states.  For the bivariate analysis, the models 

show that unemployment rate is unrelated to trust in institutions.  

Table 3: Unemployment Bivariate Regression Results 
====================================================================================================== 
                                               Dependent variable:                  
                              ------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
                              No Trust in White House No Trust in Congress  No Trust in State Gov. No Trust in City Gov.     
                                        (1)              (2)               (3)             (4)    
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Change in Unemployment                 -1.199            1.581            1.581            1.581   
                                      (1.119)          (1.477)          (1.477)          (1.477)  
                                                                                    
Constant                             52.458***        31.593***         31.593***        31.593*** 
                                      (1.597)          (2.109)           (2.109)         (2.109)  
                                                                                    
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Observations                            51               51                51              51     
R2                                     0.023            0.023             0.023           0.023   
Adjusted R2                            0.003            0.003             0.003           0.003   
Residual Std. Error (df = 49)          5.143            6.790             6.790           6.790   
F Statistic (df = 1; 49)               1.149            1.145             1.145           1.145   
===================================================================================================== 
Note:                                                            *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 
 

 

Lastly, for Hypothesis 3, states with a greater positive change in quarterly GDP will have 

lower trust in institutions than in states with no change in quarterly GDP, which is analyzed in 

Table 4.  Table 4 shows the bivariate regression results between change in GDP and lack of trust 

in institutions.  Unlike the policy scale, and like the results for unemployment rate, a bivariate 

analysis shows no statistical significance.  Additionally, it shows a slight change in trust when 

there is a change in GDP.  As the change in GDP becomes larger, the results show little effect 

when there is a change in GDP.  

Table 4: Gross Domestic Product Bivariate Regression Results 
======================================================================================================================= 
                                                                 Dependent variable:                                    
                              ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
                              No Trust in White House No Trust in Congress No Trust in State Gov. No Trust in City Gov. 
                                        (1)                   (2)                   (3)                    (4)          
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Change in GDP                         0.00002               -0.00001              0.00001               -0.00001        
                                     (0.00002)             (0.00002)             (0.00003)              (0.00002)       
                                                                                                                        
Constant                             53.438***             60.209***             31.949***              29.846***       
                                      (0.933)               (0.944)               (1.582)                (1.241)        
                                                                                                                        
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Observations                            51                     51                    51                    51           
R2                                     0.017                 0.009                 0.002                  0.002         
Adjusted R2                           -0.003                 -0.012                -0.019                -0.018         
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Residual Std. Error (df = 49)          5.158                 5.220                 8.747                  6.861         
F Statistic (df = 1; 49)               0.862                 0.424                 0.090                  0.116         
======================================================================================================================= 
Note:                                                                                       *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 
 

 

Covid-19 Policy Scale Results 

 Next, I add control variables to the regressions to further examine the relationship 

between Covid-19 policies and trust in White House, Congress, state government, and city 

government.  The regression models in this section are meant to address Hypothesis 1, states 

with stricter Covid-19 measures will have lower trust in institutions than in states with less strict 

Covid-19 measures.  In the models, the independent variable ranges from 1-6 on the policy scale, 

as described in previous chapters.  The dependent variable is each state that reported no trust in 

the institutions mentioned.  

 The regression results, shown in Table 5, depict no statistical significance in the 

relationship between the policy scale and lack of trust in city government, White House, and 

Congress.  Interestingly, no trust in the White House is the only model that depicts a positive 

relationship.  In each state, respondents with no trust in Congress, city government, and state 

government decline.  This means the number of people who did not trust Congress, city 

government, and the state government declined as Covid-19 state policies became stricter.  

However, respondents with no trust in the White House rise.  The results show a slight statistical 

significance for lack of trust in state government, but the regression shows a negative 

relationship.  Therefore, when a state has stricter policies, the number of survey respondents with 

no trust in the state government declines rather than rise.  In other words, stricter policies 

produce higher trust within states.  

 Drawing from Collier and Hoeffler’s (2000) grievance definition, at some level, it seems 

that state government bears the distrust of Americans from the perception of lack of political 
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rights.  However, according to Table 5, more Covid-19 policies mean higher trust in state 

government. More specifically, for each additional policy, distrust in the state government 

declines 2.63 percentage points (p-value<0.05).  It makes sense that the Covid-19 policies affect 

trust in state government the most since state governments were the primary drivers of the 

mandates and the institution acting during the pandemic.  The results imply that people wanted 

action during Covid-19 and trusted the state government more for its actions.  

There are two interesting results within the regression models.  First, education is 

statistically significant in trust in Congress and White House, but not in state or city government.  

Education has a negative relationship with no trust in Congress and the White House.  In other 

words, high school graduates distrust Congress and the White House less than non-high school 

graduates.  

Second, partisanship shows statistically significant across all four institutions.  For city 

government, state government, and Congress, Republicans and no trust showed a positive 

relationship.  This results indicate Republicans trust city government, state government, and 

Congress less than Democrats.  However, Republicans and no trust in White House showed a 

negative relationship, indicating Republicans trusted the White House more than Democrats. It is 

likely this results are due to Republicans being in power in the White House during 2020.   

Although the lack of trust in state government shows slight statistical significance, it 

shows that the number of respondents in a state with less strict politics is greater than in states 

with more strict policies.  Additionally, the variables of no trust in city government, White 

House, and Congress show no statistical significance.  Therefore, we can accept the null 

hypothesis that states with stricter Covid-19 measures will not have lower trust in institutions 

than in states with less strict Covid-19 measures.  
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Table 5: Covid-19 Policy Scale Regression Results 
======================================================================================== 
                                                 Dependent variable:                     
                              ---------------------------------------------------------- 
                            No Trust City   No Trust WH   No Trust Congress No Trust State 
                                   (1)          (2)             (3)             (4)       
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Policy                            -1.210        0.409         -1.040          -2.636**   
                                 (0.819)      (0.540)        (0.622)         (1.146)     
                                                                                         
Age                              -0.234       0.272*         0.346*           0.094      
                                 (0.230)      (0.151)        (0.174)         (0.321)     
                                                                                         
Education                         0.309      -0.507***      -0.650***         -0.060     
                                 (0.237)      (0.156)        (0.180)         (0.331)     
                                                                                         
Income                            0.334*        0.033        0.434***          0.434*     
                                 (0.174)      (0.115)        (0.132)         (0.244)     
                                                                                         
White                           -0.222***     0.089**         0.013         -0.321***    
                                 (0.058)      (0.038)        (0.044)         (0.082)     
                                                                                           
Republican                      0.473***     -0.442***      0.269***         0.487**     
                                 (0.132)      (0.087)        (0.100)         (0.184)     
                                                                                        
Constant                         19.570      61.536***      32.483***         21.297     
                                (12.002)      (7.913)        (9.111)         (16.780)    
                                                                                         
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Observations                       51           51             51               51       
R2                                0.524        0.639          0.529           0.427      
Adjusted R2                       0.459        0.590          0.465           0.349      
Residual Std. Error (df = 44)     5.002        3.298          3.797           6.994      
F Statistic (df = 6; 44)        8.068***     12.998***      8.232***         5.467***    
======================================================================================== 
Note:                                                        *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

 

Unemployment Rate Results 

 Next, regression analyses were conducted to examine the relationship between state-level 

unemployment rate and trust in White House, Congress, state government, and city government.  

In addition to the last section, this section is meant to address Hypothesis 2, states with a greater 

negative change in the unemployment rate will have lower trust in institutions than in states with 

no or smaller change in unemployment rate.  In this section, the independent variable is the 

change in unemployment rate from July to August, with the dependent variable being lack of 

trust in the institutions.   

 The regression results, shown in Table 6, depict no statistical significance.  Compared to 

policy, all institutions showed a positive relationship between change in unemployment rate and 

lack of trust.  In other words, there is no relationship between unemployment rate and trust in 



 
 

xlvii 
 

institutions.  Interestingly, bivariate regression results depict a negative relationship in the White 

House.  More specifically, the number of respondents that report a lack of trust in the White 

House becomes larger as the change in unemployment rate.   In the multivariate regression, 

models were statistically insignificant.  

 Like Covid-19 policy results, education seems to play a role in individuals who do not 

trust White House or Congress.  High school graduates are significantly less likely to distrust the 

White House or Congress.  Although the education variable is not statistically significant in city 

government or state government but plays a major role in federal institutions.  

 In addition to education, partisanship seems to play an important role in the relationship 

between institutional trust and unemployment rate as well.  All dependent variables showed 

statistical significance for partisanship.   There was a positive relationship between Republicans 

and a lack of trust in city government, Congress, and state government.  This means the number 

of Republicans who did not trust city government, Congress, and state government increased as 

there were changes in unemployment rate.  For White House, there was a negative relationship 

between Republicans and a lack of trust in White House.  In other words, more change in 

unemployment rate produces lower trust in Republicans.  Again, it is likely these results are due 

to Republicans being in power in the White House during 2020.   

 Therefore, alongside the policy, the results reject Hypothesis 2.  That is states with a 

greater negative change in unemployment rate will have lower trust in institutions than in states 

with no or positive change in unemployment rate.  The results show that change in 

unemployment rate has no effect on the lack of trust in any of the institutions analyzed in this 

thesis.  
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Table 6: Unemployment Rate Regression Results 
======================================================================================== 
                                                 Dependent variable:                     
                              ---------------------------------------------------------- 
                              No Trust City No Trust WH No Trust Congress  No Trust State 
                                   (1)          (2)            (3)             (4)       
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Change in Unemployment            0.921        1.552          1.796           0.166      
                                 (1.543)      (0.976)        (1.153)         (2.238)     
                                                                                         
Age                              -0.206       0.292*         0.386**          0.126      
                                 (0.235)      (0.149)        (0.176)         (0.341)     
                                                                                         
Education                         0.362      -0.485***      -0.582***         0.018      
                                 (0.243)      (0.153)        (0.181)         (0.352)     
                                                                                         
Income                           0.409*        0.149        0.574***          0.457      
                                 (0.213)      (0.135)        (0.159)         (0.308)     
                                                                                         
White                           -0.223***     0.091**         0.012         -0.325***    
                                 (0.059)      (0.038)        (0.044)         (0.086)     
                                                                                         
Republican                        0.477***     -0.550***       0.215*          0.600**     
                                 (0.156)      (0.099)        (0.117)         (0.226)     
                                                                                         
Constant                         10.760      61.750***      23.424***         4.840      
                                (11.348)      (7.176)        (8.476)         (16.456)    
                                                                                         
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Observations                       51           51             51               51       
R2                                0.504        0.654          0.525           0.358      
Adjusted R2                       0.437        0.607          0.460           0.271      
Residual Std. Error (df = 44)     5.104        3.228          3.812           7.402      
F Statistic (df = 6; 44)        7.459***     13.890***      8.110***         4.094***    
======================================================================================== 
Note:                                                        *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) Results 

 Lastly, regression analyses were conducted to examine the relationship between state-

level GDP and trust in the White House, Congress, state government, and city government.  The 

regression in this section is meant to address Hypothesis 3: States with a greater positive change 

in quarterly GDP will have lower trust in institutions than in states with no change in quarterly 

GDP.  More specifically, the independent variable for the regression will show the change in 

state-level GDP from quarter 2 to quarter 3.   

 The regression results, shown in Table 7, depict no statistical significance.  Like the 

previous section, the variable for no trust in white house showed a positive relationship.  City 

government, state government, and Congress showed a negative relationship with change in 

GDP.  Overall, each change in survey respondents that claimed no trust in the institutions was 

very little.  In fact, the results for the multivariate are very similar to the bivariate analysis.   
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 In terms of education, similar to previous models, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) models 

depict a negative relationship between high school graduates and trust in federal institutions.  

More specifically, the models show statistical significance for high school graduates distrusting 

Congress and Whtie House less than non-high school graduates.  Additionally, partisanship 

shows the same significant as past models with no trust in White House depicting a negative 

relationship and no trust in Congress, state government, and city government depicting a positive 

relationship.  

The regression results reject Hypothesis 3, states with a greater positive change in 

quarterly GDP will have lower trust in institutions than in states with no change in quarterly 

GDP.  Therefore, the null hypothesis can be accepted.  In other words, the change in GDP has no 

effect on lack of trust in Congress, White House, city government, and state government.  

Table 7: Gross Domestic Product (GDP) Regression Results 
======================================================================================== 
                                                 Dependent variable:                     
                              ---------------------------------------------------------- 
                              No Trust City No Trust WH No Trust Congress No Trust State 
                                   (1)          (2)            (3)             (4)       
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
GDP Change                      -0.00002      0.00001       -0.00001         -0.00002    
                                (0.00002)    (0.00001)      (0.00001)       (0.00003)    
                                                                                         
Age                              -0.189        0.249         0.368**          0.149      
                                 (0.232)      (0.151)        (0.180)         (0.339)     
                                                                                         
Education                         0.315      -0.501***      -0.630***         -0.008     
                                 (0.238)      (0.154)        (0.185)         (0.348)     
                                                                                         
Income                           0.358**       0.020        0.444***          0.460*     
                                 (0.176)      (0.114)        (0.136)         (0.257)     
                                                                                         
White                           -0.252***     0.106**         0.002         -0.347***    
                                 (0.062)      (0.041)        (0.048)         (0.091)     
                                                                                         
Republican                       0.545***     -0.471***      0.323***         0.623***    
                                 (0.128)      (0.083)        (0.099)         (0.187)     
                                                                                         
Constant                         12.535      63.804***      26.219***         5.417      
                                (10.960)      (7.116)        (8.504)         (16.035)    
                                                                                         
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Observations                       51           51             51               51       
R2                                0.518        0.646          0.502           0.365      
Adjusted R2                       0.453        0.598          0.434           0.279      
Residual Std. Error (df = 44)     5.031        3.267          3.903           7.360      
F Statistic (df = 6; 44)        7.892***     13.388***      7.396***         4.223***    
======================================================================================== 
Note:                                                        *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

 

 



 
 

l 
 

Discussion 

 Overall, all hypotheses were proven incorrect.  It is evident that, during the pandemic, 

Covid-19 mandates, changes in GDP, and changes in the unemployment rate had no effect on 

trust in Congress, the White House, city government, and the state government.  After 

conducting regression analyses, models show that using trust instead of no trust as the dependent 

variable showed little to no change in the results.  

To summarize, there is no direct casual relationship between social and economic 

grievances presented in this thesis and a lack of trust in institutions.  Given the results from the 

bivariate regressions, it can be assumed that other factors, perhaps the role of identity groups as 

exhibited in previous studies, are contributing to the lack of trust in various institutions.  In short, 

all hypotheses presented in this thesis can be rejected.  

Within the controls, two groups showed statistical significance. First, the education 

variable showed statistical significance across most models.  Specifically, high school graduates 

are more likely to trust the White House or Congress.  A high school education showed no 

statistical significance for no trust in city government or state government.  It is most interesting 

that a high school education does not mean greater trust across all institutions but primarily 

changes trust in federal-level institutions.  

Another consistent variable is partisanship.  The Republican variable showed statistically 

significant across all models.  Interestingly, all models suggest Republicans show significantly 

more trust in the White House but not city, state, or Congress.  Since President Trump was in 

office at the time of the survey, this finding is consistent with past literature on the effects of 

partisan power outlined in Chapter 2.   
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The rejection of the hypotheses could be due to two major limitations of the study.  I 

argue that the theory and the institutional hypothesis is still worthy of exploring.  Furthermore, I 

propose that future research should continue to study the hypothesis but address two limitations 

of this study.  First, the use of individual-level data, rather than state-level, might be a better 

choice.  Future research would benefit from survey data at an individual level that applied to 

similar hypotheses.  The change in analysis would be a better fit for Mishler and Rose’s micro-

institutional hypotheses.  Given the results, the micro-institutional hypotheses might be more 

representative of the decline of institutional trust.  

 Second, as Warren (2017;1999) argues, any survey data should carefully examine how 

trust is defined.  Perhaps the biggest limitation of this thesis is the inability to know how survey 

respondents perceive the question, “How much do you trust the following people and 

organizations to do the right thing to best handle the current Covid-19 outbreak?” (Covid States 

Project, n.d.).  When respondents answer the questions, how do they perceive trust?  It is 

possible the respondents answered the question as a lack of confidence in institutions to handle 

the Covid-19 pandemic.  In this case, the survey data does not measure trust as we define it in 

this thesis.  

 Although distrust might not be detrimental to a government, it creates a fundamental 

issue in society, as addressed in Chapter 2.  I contend that the grievance hypotheses, along with 

the institutional hypotheses, are still worthy of exploring.  Future research should continue to 

study the question of the factors that lead to a lack of trust in institutions in citizens.  As future 

studies are designed to examine the relationship between economic and social grievances, 

perhaps on an individual level, the limitations and successes of this study should be considered.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

With right-wing populism continuing to rise in the West, the role of distrust and how it 

develops continue to be critical.  At the 2018 UN General Assembly, Secretary-General Antonio 

Guterres drew attention to “Trust Deficit Disorder”.  In this speech, Secretary-General Guterres 

stressed the results of the global “Trust Deficit Disorder” citing that “polarization is on the rise 

and populism is on the march” (Guterres, 2019).  Nearly seven years since this speech, the same 

remains true.  Trust is continuing to decline, polarization continues to rise, and right-wing 

populism is reaching for power in the United States.  

The institutional hypothesis by Mishler and Rose (2000) attempts to address the 

government’s actions as the cause of distrust, as does Secretary-General Guterres.  He called for 

“collective, common-sense action for the common good” as the first step in addressing the global 

“Trust Deficit Disorder.”  Both Secretary-General Guterres and Mishler and Rose (2000) place 

importance on the government’s action in contributing to declining trust.  This thesis attempted 

to test this theory as it related to the actions of institutions during the Covid-19 pandemic.  

By utilizing the scholarship of Collier and Hoeffler (2000) and various trust scholars, this 

thesis attempted to fill a gap in the literature by investigating grievance and institutional 

hypotheses in trust.  In a regression-based analysis, three hypotheses were tested: Hypothesis 1, 

states with stricter Covid-19 measures will have lower trust in institutions than in states with less 

strict Covid-19 measures; Hypothesis 2, states with a greater negative change in employment rate 

will have lower trust in institutions than in states with no or positive change in employment rate; 

and Hypothesis 3, States with a greater positive change in quarterly GDP will have lower trust in 

institutions than states with no change in quarterly GDP.  



 
 

liii 
 

 Overall, the regression models showed no significant results and produced no findings 

that support the three hypotheses.  Despite insignificant results, several aspects of the analysis 

can help inform future research.  First, both descriptive statistics and regression analyses show 

that there is a variance in trust across different institutions.  Different independent variables 

produced different results in trust.  For example, in the policy scale model, no trust in the White 

House is the only variable that depicts a positive relationship. 

 Next, future scholars should consider an individual-level analysis rather than a state-level 

analysis.  While a state-level analysis was valuable in examining the macro-institutional 

hypothesis outlined by Mishler and Rose (2000), it is possible that an individual-level analysis 

that accounts for the role of identities in trust might produce better results.  As seen in previous 

research, the role of identities, such as age, gender, and political affiliation, is important in how 

distrust develops.   

 Lastly, as addressed in the previous chapter, there is a major limitation in the difficulties 

of defining trust in a survey project.  Despite survey research being the best research design for 

trust studies, it is difficult to know whether survey respondents perceive trust as Warren (1999) 

defines it as a lack of confidence in the institution.  I still contend that Warren’s (1999) definition 

of trust is the best framework for trust studies.  However, future surveys could take the 

limitations of defining trust into account.  

Within studies of trust, it is important to understand the concept of trust as it relates to 

social contract theory, as it explains why trust is important to the state.  Social contract theory is 

the central argument in how a government earns legitimacy from a society of people.   Thomas 

Hobbes and John Locke are the influential scholars of social contract theory.  Both Hobbes and 
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Locke share the idea that the relationship between a government and the people is a form of 

social contract, or in other words, an agreement.   

Although the two scholars disagree on the conditions of the social contract, both agree 

that the contract must have an element of trust to function.  By situating trust within their 

individual social contract theories, they establish trust as a critical concept in the functioning of a 

state.   Even so, most contemporary scholars question the role of trust in democracies, arguing 

that the relationship between the government and its people is more complex than Locke and 

Hobbes show.  The first and most prominent disagreement between Hobbes and Locke’s social 

contract theories is how a state gains legitimacy from its people.  At the root of the social 

contract theory is the idea that people consent to be governed.  Within the consent to be 

governed, there is a contract between the state and its people.   

The disagreement between Hobbes and Locke primarily lies in the role of the state and 

the role of the people in the social contract.  The role of the government in the social contract 

comes from Hobbes and Locke’s own descriptions of human nature, or more famously known as 

the State of Nature.  In other words, if the state was one of human nature and no actual governing 

body.   To establish the exact role of a state, and how the state gains legitimacy, Hobbes and 

Locke first imagined the State of Nature.  First, Hobbes imagines the State of Nature as brutal, 

chaotic, and wild.  Yet, he still believes humans are rational beings.  In The Leviathan, Hobbes 

argues that the people’s role in the social contract is to be willing to obey the government to 

protect oneself from the anarchy of the State of Nature (Hobbes, 2018).  

  Locke imagines the State of Nature to be peaceful, and on which people had three natural 

rights: life, liberty, and property.   According to Locke, the people agree to be governed by the 

state to protect those natural rights.  Locke stresses that the purpose of the state is to protect those 
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natural rights, although the rights would exist without the state.  In other words, the state does 

not simply provide natural rights to the people but secures the rights of the people.  Additionally, 

Locke places value not only the people’s right to consent to be governed, but to continue to be 

governed as well.  Consent can be withdrawn if the expectations of the people are not fulfilled by 

the state.  

 The people’s right to consent or withdraw consent is why trust is considered a Lockean 

concept.  Locke believes that the people’s consent to be governed is reliant on the trust that is 

placed on the state.  He asserts that, “the liberty of man, in society, is to be under no other 

legislative power, but that established… according to the trust put on it” (Locke, 2009, pg. 182).  

Therefore, the authority of the state lies in the trust of the people, and the people trust the state to 

act in their best interest.  It is expected that the state would act based on the trust of the people.  

If trust is betrayed, the legitimacy of the government can be questioned (Locke, 2009).  

 This is not to say Hobbes has no concept of trust in his social contract theory, but rather 

that his idea of trust is less vital.  Hobbes values the government’s role in social order and in 

preventing an anarchic state, as established by his State of Nature argument.  The people, who 

are rational beings who should not want to live in anarchy, consent to be governed by the state, 

but the state needs obedience from the people to properly govern.   In fact, Hobbes says, without 

obedience the state would not exist: “Take away in any kind of State, the Obedience, (and 

consequently the Concord of the People,) and they shall not onely flourish, but in short time be 

dissolved” (Hobbes, 2018, pg. 326).  Therefore, Hobbes sets up obedience as an essential role in 

his social contract theory (Hobbes, 2018).  

 On the matter of trust, Baumgold (2013) argues trust to be a critical concept in Hobbes 

social contract theory as it is implied as a covenant, or an agreement.   Furthermore, within the 
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social contract as Hobbes described it, the people trust the state to protect them and their rights, 

but similarly the state trusts the people to obey (Baumgold, 2013).  Hobbes imagines the contract 

as an act of mutual trust.  If one party, either state or the people, no longer trusted the either to 

fulfil the social contract, the social contract does not work.  While trust is thought to be a 

traditionally Lockean concept, it is applicable to Hobbes as well.   Both scholars find trust to be 

important to the social contract between the state and the people, but Locke finds trust to be more 

vital.  

 As Hobbes argues without obedience the government will dissolve, Locke argues that 

“another way whereby governments are dissolved, and that is, when the legislative, or the prince, 

either of them, act contract to their trust” (Locke, 2009, pg. 140).  Here, Locke notes that either 

an executive or legislative body of government that acts against the trust of the people breaches 

the social contract.  For Locke, this breach of trust is one way the government might lose its 

authority (Locke, 2009).  Contrary to Hobbes, Locke believes the state will lose its legitimacy 

based on trust rather than obedience.  Hobbes values trust as it relates to the obedience of the 

people.   

 Many contemporary scholars are quick to question the need for trust in liberal 

democracies.  Russel Hardin (1999) cautions against Locke’s use of trust in contemporary 

governments saying, “If Locke’s understanding of government is that is must be grounded in 

trust to be legitimate, then no major government of modern times is likely to be legitimate for 

more than passing moments” (pg. 23).  According to Hardin (1999), trust is not needed for a 

government to function, and distrust does not equal lack of loyalty to one’s government.  If 

Locke’s idea of trust is essential to a state, then no modern democracy would qualify as 

legitimate (Hardin, 1999).  



 
 

lvii 
 

While the declining levels might not mean that modern democracies are illegitimate, it is 

important to study the relationship between democracies and trust.  Warren (1999) said, “While 

there is significant literature on trust, with few exceptions it has not been directed at the complex 

relationship between democratic politics and trust – whether trust in political authorities or trust 

that is generated (or undermined) within society as an indirect consequence of political 

institutions, economic development, or cultural transformation.” (pg. 2).  To address Warren’s 

(1999) statement, further research should attempt to answer the question, “How is trust 

undermined within society as an indirect consequence of political institutions, economic 

development, or cultural transformation?”.  In part, this thesis attempted to answer Warren’s 

statement.  As mentioned before, future research should continue to address this question while 

addressing the limitations of this study. 
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