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It is a well-established reality that, throughout Europe, local and regional insti-
tutions are more trusted than national governments. Equally well-established 
is the fact that, in Southern and Eastern Europe, the European Union is more 
trusted than national governments. In a time of incertainty about the future 
of democracy and the Rule of Law on the European continent, the present 
working paper aims at documenting the extent and determinants of this “trust 
gap,” which has far-reaching implications for the legitimacy of public action.
 
Based on case studies of four member-states with widely different insti-
tutional structures — Germany, France, Italy and Poland — and a statisti-
cal analysis of Eurobarometer data, several important results stand out. 
 
Despite the higher level of trust generally placed in local institutions, the 
member-state level of government remains politically dominant, as the 
initial reactions to the pandemic clearly illustrated. Hence, variations in 
trust in local and European institutions over time can be partly analy-
zed as transfers of trust from or to the national level. A negative politi-
cal or economic outlook at the member-state level increases relative trust 
in local and European governments, which acquire new legitimacy in the 
process. This phenomenon is particularly clear in political contexts mar-
ked by strong government mistrust or significant territorial inequalities. 
 
However, far from being merely a sounding board for national politics, the 
European and local levels of government also possess their own dynamics. Trust 
in local institutions appears to be closely linked to the quality of public services 
and day-to-day policies, and can rely on a strong emotional attachment; conver-
sely, European institutions are more frequently trusted on the basis of abstract 
considerations related, e.g., to the economic and democratic framework pro-
vided by the Union's institutions. Unsurprisingly, political representations and 
institutional cultures play a more important role in these processes than simple 
quantitative considerations about the size of the different political entities. 
 
In view of the striking gap between citizens' trust in the various institutional 
levels and the actual sets of competences with which each of these levels is 
endowed, this study also intends to be a call to action. In order to remedy 
democratic deficits in both the Union's and member-states' political systems, 
it appears urgent to provide each decision-making level with the competences 
for which it can rely on the broadest base of trust among the population.

Executive summary
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With “NextGenerationEU,” member states are creating 
common debt for the first time. While some may see 
this as a historical step towards federalism, others are 
concerned about its lack of efficiency. In either case, 
this European-level response was created in response 
to exceptional circumstance. For more than two years, 
Covid-19 has dramatically changed regional, national, and 
European institutional politics. Border closures within 
the Schengen Zone during the first wave, the shuttering of 
thousands of businesses, and governments' management 
of the crisis have affected citizen perception of public 
powers. At a time when the growing success of anti-liberal 
and Eurosceptic movements already highlighted a crisis 
of representative democracy and the Union's democra-
tic deficit, the “Covid-19 effect” is reshuffling the cards.

In this context, it is vital to examine European citizens' 
trust in regional, national, and European institutions.
Political trust is one of the pillars of a well-functioning de-
mocracy, and its level is, therefore, a major indicator of 
the quality of the relationship between citizens and poli-
tical institutions. If trust is too low, it becomes mistrust, 
which can lead to social crises, crystallize societal di-
visions, and give rise to “anti-system” populist parties.

Available data reveals a significant correlation between 
the level of government and the intensity of trust: 
a significant difference exists in the amount of trust 
placed in regional and local levels of government 
on one hand, and the national level on the other, 
with local governments always being more trusted.
However, the ‘proximity bonus’ which seems to be 
at work in this case is not enough to explain why, 
in a majority of European countries, the European 
Union is more trusted than national institutions.

The political science literature has identified a number of 
other factors affecting trust in political institutions. These 
vary considerably across countries, levels of government, 
and time. Trust, as a multi-faceted process, is dependent 

on citizens’ perceptions of institutional proximity, emo-
tional attachment, the political system of the country 
under scrutiny, its level of federalism or centralization, 
its overall economic and social outlook, the level of sup-
port for the federal/national government, the quality of 
its democracy, overall satisfaction with one's life, etc.

This working paper will explore the relationship 
between trust and the scale of public action within 
the EU using data from the Eurobarometer and na-
tional opinion polls. It will proceed in two parts.

The first part will examine the trust gap in four member 
states with widely different structural, historical, and 
cultural features. In France, a deep and long-standing 
crisis of trust in the central government has materia-
lized in the Yellow Vest movement. In Italy, the diffe-
rences in trust placed in local, national, and European 
institutions illustrate the desire for autonomy, or even 
federalism, which characterizes certain regions. In the 
case of Germany, the trust gap reflects the tensions in-
herent to the country’s federal structure. Finally, in 
Poland, the relationships between different levels of go-
vernment are marked by a strong divide between urban 
and rural areas, as well as prominent opposition mayors. 

The second part consists of a study of the deter-
minants of trust on the basis of statistical models 
(Eurostat data), which will make it possible to iden-
tify the factors affecting the trust gap between regio-
nal/local and national institutions on one hand, and 
between European and national institutions on another.

Together, these case studies and statistical analyses 
provide an overview of the relationship between the 
scale of public action and the level of trust placed 
in it, leading us to question our conceptions of the 
specific functions and democratic legitimacy of 
different levels of government in today's Europe.

Introduction: Citizens' Trust 
in Local Governments is 
High — Trust in the EU is 
Ambiguous

JEAN-SÉBASTIEN ARRIGHI, 
JEAN-TOUSSAINT BATTESTINI, 
LUCIE COATLEVEN, FRANÇOIS 
HUBLET, SOFIA MARINI, 
VICTOR QUEUDET
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Trust gaps between the regional, national, and 
European levels of government: a quick overview

In order to study the interactions between the scale of 
public action and trust in political actors, the difference 
between the share of citizens who claim that they trust 
local and regional institutions on one hand, and natio-
nal institutions on the other, is an interesting indicator. 
This difference is represented, for each EU member state 
and for a period of seven year (2013-2020), on the map 
shown in Figure 1.

The analysis shows that for all member states, local and 
regional institutions are still more trusted than national 
ones. The average trust gap between local/regional and 
national institutions within the Union is 15 percentage 
points. This difference is greatest in the Czech Republic, 
Lithuania, Slovenia, and France. It is in France that the 
trust gap between local/regional and national institu-
tions is largest at 31.89 percentage points. In contrast, 
it is Sweden1, Italy, Croatia, and Ireland which show the 
smallest difference, ranging from 4.57 to 5.57 percen-
tage points. But even in these countries, we can see a 
significant trust gap between local/regional and national 
institutions.

How can this regularity be explained? According to Bruno 
Cautrès, a CNRS (Centre national des recherches scien-
tifiques) researcher at CEVIPOF (Centre de recherches 
politiques de Sciences Po/Political Research Center at 

1 — Regarding Malta, the proximity between the local/regional levels and the national level (due to the small area and population of the country) can likely 
explain the small gap of only 1.13 percentage points between the trust placed in local/regional levels and the national level.

Sciences Po, Paris), citizen trust in an institution rests on 
two pillars: the perceived proximity of the citizen to the 
institution and the protective role that institution plays. 
And so, when asking the question about a municipality 
or region, trust is “all the greater as the probability of 
observing the concrete results of public action is grea-
ter” (Arrighi et al. 2021). For Bruno Cautrès, trust given 
to an institution is comparable to an investment; if the 
institution seeks continued trust from citizens, the insti-
tution has to show citizens that their investment is “pro-
fitable.” In order for this to happen, the municipality, 
region, or even State, must prove that by carrying out its 
public functions and show that it is meeting the missions 
of proximity and protection with which it has been en-
trusted. The citizen will be more inclined to trust local or 
regional institutions than national institutions because it 
is easier to see the “return on investment” of trust for 
the missions of protection and proximity at the level of 
municipalities or regions than at the national level.

Consequently, one could expect to see member states 
being more trusted than the European institutions.

However, when we consider the trust gap between na-
tional and European institutions, different patterns 
emerge. In Figure 2, two Europes materialize: in the 
South, the Baltic countries, and Ireland, European ins-
titutions are more trusted than national institutions; in 
Austria, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and 
Scandinavia, it is national institutions that are more trus-
ted than EU institutions.

It is interesting to observe that in countries often descri-
bed as “Eurosceptic,” such as France, Italy, and the Czech 
Republic (Cautrès et al. 2020), the respondents still place 
more trust in European institutions than in national go-
vernments. This gap is not insignificant: in France, the 
gap in percentage points between trust in the EU institu-
tions and trust in national institutions is 8.32, in Italy it 
is 12.21, in Hungary it is 9.04, and in the Czech Republic 
it is 11.25. The greatest differences between trust in EU 
institutions and trust in national institutions are found in 
the Eastern European countries. Respondents in Poland, 
Romania, Bulgaria, and Lithuania have an average of 26 
percentage points more trust in EU institutions than in 
those of their own country.

In Northern European countries, the gap in favor of 
national institutions is equally pronounced: on ave-
rage, respondents from these countries placed 8.72 

Figure  1
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percentage points more trust in national institutions 
than in European ones. The gap is greatest in Sweden, 
where it reaches 14.43 percentage points, and lowest in 
Denmark, where the difference is only 3.43 percentage 
points.
 
Far from showing that citizens in Northern countries 
have less trust in European Union institutions (this trust 
being, in many cases, higher than that observed in the 
South), these figures above all attest to the high per-
ceived efficiency of these countries’ national institutions. 
The fact that those surveyed in Sweden, Finland, and 
Germany place more trust in their national institutions 
than in European institutions does not in itself indicate 
a rejection of European integration, but rather brings us 
back to the proximity relationship that we have already 
mentioned when discussing local and regional levels.
 
Similarly, we should not to rush to the conclusion that 
the differences in trust for European institutions in 
Southern countries are a sign of enthusiasm for conti-
nental integration. Other reasons may in fact explain this 
gap. For example, perceived corruption, the degree of 
political and democratic crisis, and the negative reaction 
of citizens to illiberal pressures have a negative effect on 
trust in national institutions. For a country with a cer-
tain level of trust in the European institutions, a high 
level of corruption or citizens' mistrust of national ins-
titutions systematically increases the trust gap in favor 
of European institutions, even if this does not mean that 

the European institutions are trusted by a majority of 
those polled. However, mistrust of national institutions 
(e.g., due to corruption) can also, under some circums-
tances, effectively increase the level of trust in European 
institutions: European institutions, despite the fact that 
they are distant from the country, may be perceived as 
more reliable, more stable, and more impartial, and the-
refore more capable of managing a number of political 
issues.

Figure  2
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Historically, France has been a typical example of a 
centralized State: the law is applied equally throughout 
the country, local authorities have little autonomy, and 
the territory is organized around districts where state 
representatives, prefects, and subprefects enforce the 
law and provide administrative oversight. Although the 
“great decentralization reform” of 1982 and its second 
phase in 2003 resulted in abolishing the prefects' su-
pervisory authority over local governments and stren-
gthening the powers of the departmental and regional 
councils, France's decentralized organization still stands 
in contrast to that of its German and Italian neighbors.

Since its launch in 2009, the CEVIPOF Political Trust 
Barometer has shown higher levels of trust in local, de-
partmental, and regional institutions than in national 
ones. Between 2009 and 2019, only town councils re-
ceived more than 50% approval, while the presidency 
did not receive more than 40% approval from citizens, 
even falling below 25% in December 2018. Political trust, 
compared to personal and interpersonal trust, is general-
ly low; mistrust and fatigue with regard to public affairs 
were the prevailing sentiments. This “dark decade” was 
marked by several crises that both revealed and prece-
ded shifts in trust levels (Cheufra & Chanvril 2019).

Through its actions and demands, the Yellow Vest mo-
vement which emerged in 2018 manifested the crisis of 
trust that had been apparent since 2017. The movement 
was characterized by the rejection of all forms of political 
representation, and more specifically of national institu-
tions. Later, the Covid-19 pandemic and its subsequent 
handling have led to an apparent renewal of trust, which 
cannot, however, conceal a deep-rooted, collective pes-
simism in French society.

1 — See Marlière (2018). 

“Politicians, you will be held accountable!1”: The Yellow 
Vests, a crisis of the central government?

In the tradition of the Bonnets rouges and Nuit Debout, 
the Yellow Vest movement rejected the traditional 
constraints of union demands and adopted original 
strategies of collective action. Through the occupation 
of traffic circles and areas that lack investment and have 
been long overlooked, as well as the temporary nature 
of the protests — marked by both periods of calm and in-
tense activity — the traditional channels for protest have 
been turned upside down. Formed on Facebook fol-
lowing an increase in the domestic tax on consumption 
of energy products (TICPE), the first Yellow Vest protests 
were spontaneous and sporadic. Party affiliation is not 
the movement's driving force, and it is largely made up 
of first-time activists; there are almost as many non-vo-
ters (21.5%), as it there are supporters of Marine LePen 
(18.5%), or supporters of Jean-Luc Mélenchon (22.5%).

The movement is largely the result of a loss of trust in all 
forms of political representation. Among those who have 
participated in at least one Yellow Vest blockade, 62% 
are in favor of citizens being chosen at random to decide 
what is best for France, while only 10% are in favor of 
elected representatives. This rejection of representative 
democracy is not unique to the Yellow Vests; it reflects a 
crisis of representation that is deeply rooted in society. 
Indeed, 46% of non-protesters share the same opinion 
as the activists regarding random selection of citizens. 
According to the 2018 CEVIPOF Barometer (OpinionWay 
2019), only 41% of French people, compared to 48% in 
2017, cite voting as the best way to influence decisions 
made in France. In contrast, 42% of respondents cite 
protesting as the first- or second-best way to influence 

France: Centralized 
Government and Long-
Standing Mistrust

LUCIE COATLEVEN, VICTOR 
QUEUDET
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decisions made in France, up 16 points from a year be-
fore. Furthermore, 72% of respondents believe that the 
Yellow Vest movement represents the concerns of many 
French people.

A year before the Yellow Vest movement erupted, this 
crisis of representation was already noticeable. At that 
time, political trust was in steep decline: 53% of respon-
dents trusted their local officials compared to 64% in 
December 2016; 29% trusted the Senate and the National 
Assembly compared to 44% and 43% respectively a 
year earlier. As a result, by December 2017, the decline 
in trust could be seen at both the local and national le-
vels, although its overall level is much higher for local 
institutions.

In December 2018, one month after the first Yellow Vest 
protests, trust in municipal, departmental, and regional 
officials remained stable compared to December 2017 
levels (54%, 43%, and 41% respectively, see OpinionWay 
2018) even as it further declined for national institutions. 
The Senate, the National Assembly, the presidency, and 
the government lost 3%, 6%, 10%, and 8% of trust respec-
tively (26%, 23%, 22%, 22%  of trust respectively).

And so, if the rise of the Yellow Vest movement at the 
end of 2018 does indeed reflect “the breakdown of po-
litical organizations” (OpinionWay 2018), it constitutes, 
a fortiori, a crisis of the central government and more 
particularly of the presidency, which lost 10% in the 
space of one year. This can be seen in the protest’s dia-
lectics, between suburban areas and large cities — es-
pecially Paris — on Saturdays, the rejection of political 
misrepresentation, even from François Ruffin, “the big-
gest yellow vest” (Marlière 2018) of any politician, and 
the discrediting that sooner or later affects any leading 
figures emerging from the movement, such as Jacline 
Mouraud (Lefebvre 2019). The president is also subject 
to the most vehement protests. The destruction of the 
restaurant Fouquet’s — which was the iconic gathering 
place during Nicolas Sarkozy’s presidential term —, the 
slogans and hostile plays on words regarding the Great 
Debate launched by Emmanuel Macron (“The Great 
Debate is in the street”, “We don’t want your debate, we 
want your departure”, Saint-Armand 2021), as well as the 
recurring attacks on career politicians all characterize 
this anti-presidential crisis.
If the Yellow Vest movement is the manifestation of a loss 
of political trust at all levels of representation, a crisis 
which has been gradually taking root in French society, 

its actions and demands are above all defined by a pro-
found rejection of the presidential institution and the 
career politicians who uphold it.

Political Trust in the Pandemic

The three rounds of polling conducted for CEVIPOF in 
February 2020 (OpinionWay 2020a), before the begin-
ning of the pandemic, then in April 2020 (OpinionWay 
2020b), during the first lockdown, and finally in 
February 2021 (OpinionWay 2021), reveal new trends. 
While renewed trust in political institutions at all levels 
could be felt before the health crisis broke out, it seems 
that this crisis has reinforced this — once again, at all 
levels. Municipal, departmental, and regional councils, 
assemblies, the executive branch, the European Union, 
and even the Constitutional Council and the Economic, 
Social and Environmental Council (CESE) all saw their 
trust ratings increase by about 5 percentage points 
between February 2020 and February 2021. The feelings 
of fear and mistrust have also given way to general fa-
tigue combined with a deep-seated gloom as there is still 
no end in sight for the health crisis.
 
Political trust therefore seems to have generally returned 
to 2016 levels following a low point during the Yellow 
Vest crisis. While the health crisis may have initially trig-
gered reactions of fear and mistrust, it also gave institu-
tions a new role and a new image that served as a remin-
der of their legitimacy and responsibility.
 
While an analysis of data can therefore illustrate the re-
silience of political institutions in times of crisis, a study 
in terms of government levels is also necessary. In fact, 
despite the political crises of the past five years, the trust 
gaps for various French institutions have remained al-
most unchanged. It comes as no surprise that proximity 
is a determining factor in the perception of politics: town 
councils are by far the most trusted institution among 
French respondents (64% trust), ahead of departmental 
and regional councils, which are neck and neck (56%). 
Respondents have the most trust in regional authorities 
and their local elected officials. Relatively new to the po-
litical scene, the Constitutional Council and the EESC, 
two oversight bodies that lie outside of the traditional 
political arena, enjoy considerable and growing trust 
ratings (47% and 44% respectively in February 2021). 
Parliamentary assemblies, whose popularity has re-
mained very similar over the past ten years, come next at 
slightly under 40%. Finally, the President of the Republic 

Figure  3: Yellow Vests' and the overall population's opinion on different government models
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is just ahead of the government, with 37% and 35% trust 
respectively in February 2021. Even though a gene-
ral trend of increased trust is taking shape, the French 
continue to largely favor their local elected officials over 
national institutions, with the legislative branch having 
only a slight edge over the executive branch.
 
As Bruno Cautrès, a researcher at the CNRS and CEVIPOF, 
explained in a report published by the Institut Montaigne 
(Marin 2020), this renewed trust should not be taken as 
a sign that French democracy has recovered. Although 
public institutions still enjoy a certain degree of trust — 
in particular hospitals, the army, and schools (81%, 77%, 
and 73% respectively in the February 2021 CEVIPOF sur-
vey), and to a lesser extent the police (69%, but seen as 
suffering from a serious lack of resources and training) 
— the deep-seated mistrust of political institutions, and 
even more so of politicians, indicates a major crisis of re-
presentation. The survey conducted by HarrisInteractive 
and Eurosagency for LCI in February 2021 (Lévy 2021) 
regarding French political trust illustrated the general 
dissatisfaction with national political figures: none of 
them received a clear majority of positive opinions, and 
these opinions were very often split along partisan lines. 
It is worth noting that the only two figures with broad 
support — Édouard Philippe and Nicolas Hulot — have 
both recently distanced themselves from national poli-
tics against a backdrop of political tension. The CEVIPOF 
survey also illustrates the loss of trust in different forms 
of public engagement and expression: political parties 
and trade unions hold around 5% of trust in influencing 
public action, while protests, boycotts, and strikes only 
reach 25%, 21%, and 21% respectively. Trust in voting re-
mains slightly above 50%.
 
More than a simple mistrust of a political elite deemed 
too distant — geographically, socially, culturally — the 
markedly low levels of trust in national political institu-
tions seem to reflect a broader questioning of the state 
of French democracy. The erosion of trust in national 
institutions, which are the main decision-making en-
tities in a country as centralized as France, may reflect 
citizens' dissatisfaction with an institutional framework 
that no longer meets their political expectations. At 
the same time, doubts about the relevance, capability, 
and legitimacy of the political system which have been 
brewing for several years and which have become visible 

following recent crises, could strengthen both the local 
level and less politicized bodies such as the EESC or the 
Constitutional Council.
 
This ingrained mistrust of traditional national institu-
tions could also benefit the European Union. In fact, even 
though it is still perceived as very bureaucratic, the EU 
enjoys a growing level of trust, at 42% — well above the 
French executive and legislative branches. Polls conduc-
ted by the Eurobarometer three times in 2020 regarding 
trust in the EU (Eurobarometer 2020abc), show the le-
vel of trust for Brussels: 53% of French respondents, for 
example, were in favor of the EU being better equipped 
to fight the pandemic, though these polls were carried 
out before the mishaps related to ordering vaccines. It is 
interesting to note that among the political models pro-
posed by the CEVIPOF survey in 2021, the second most 
popular system among the French was the system of ex-
perts, with 47% in favor, which is an idea that can easily 
be associated with the EU.

Conclusion

The pandemic does not seem to have drastically altered 
the crisis of trust and representation that France has 
been experiencing for several years. While the Yellow 
Vest movement brought certain social and political divi-
sions to light, the renewed trust in political institutions, 
which had begun before the health crisis, has conti-
nued over the past year, and has resulted in a return to 
levels comparable to 2016. Local political institutions 
have maintained the highest levels of trust in contrast 
to national institutions — both legislative and execu-
tive — which suffer from ingrained mistrust. The EESC, 
the Constitutional Council, and the European Union all 
seem to benefit from these dynamics.

The question of French democracy's health or dysfunc-
tion is therefore reflected in this analysis. The concerns 
that divide French society can be seen in the twin shifts 
of support for democracy (84% in favor of a democratic 
regime, according to the CEVIPOF survey of February 
2021, up 10 percentage points in one year) and for au-
thoritarian regimes (34% in favor of a strongman, stable 
over the year, and 20% in favor of a military coup, up 5 
points).
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Understanding the origins of Italian regionalism 

Although the union of the seven states of the Italian pe-
ninsula1 into a unified Italian state is recent, the regions 
of Italy have long enjoyed their sovereignty in quite the 
same way as the 38 German states that made up the 
Germanic Confederation prior to German unification. 
The Italian republics and kingdoms had all, at some 
point, experienced a golden age of economic, political 
and symbolic power.
 
It is therefore not surprising that numerous calls for au-
tonomy, or even independence, emerged in the wake 
of Italian unification. The demand for autonomy be-
came a political reality with the formation of autono-
mist movements at the end of the First World War. In 
Sardinia, the Partidu Sardu (PSd'Az), founded in 1921, is 
currently the oldest active Sardinian nationalist party. 
Sicilianism2 has its origins in the desire for a special sta-
tus for Sicily within a united but federal Italy since 1860. 
Finally, among the French-speaking minorities of the 
Aosta Valley, the German-speaking minorities of South 
Tyrol / Alto Adige, and the Slovenian-speaking minori-
ties of Friuli, the desire for autonomy or even secession 
was formulated in reaction to the attempts at forced 
Italianization before and during the Mussolini regime.   
 
It was not until the end of the Second World War that 
certain communities in Italy (Sardinians, Sicilians, 
Valdôtains, Slovenian and German-speaking minorities) 
were granted a certain form of autonomy. The main idea 

1 — In 1843, the Italian peninsula was divided into 7 states: the Kingdom of Sardinia, the Kingdom of Lombardy-Veneto, the Duchy of Parma and Piacenza, 
the Duchy of Modena, the Grand Duchy of Tuscany, the Papal States, and the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies.

2 — A pillar of Sicilian nationalist thought, Sicilianism aims to justify historically and culturally the singularity of the Sicilian people. Sicily is thought of as 
a nation occupied and humiliated by external powers during its history (first the Aragonese, today the Piedmontese). Sicilianism rejects the traditional 
"Southern question" in favor of a proper "Sicilian question" which would require a specific response. This thought is used to justify the demand for autonomy 
or independence of Sicily from the rest of Italy (Frétigné, 2018).

behind this concession was to mark a break with the hy-
per-centralization established under the fascist regime, 
while at the same time cutting short secessionist tempta-
tions. Thus, following the approval of the corresponding 
constitutional laws on 26 February 1948, the Italian re-
gions with special status were created (Figure 4).

The process of devolution resumed when the Italian 
Constitution was amended in 2001, introducing new 
elements that moved the Italian Republic towards grea-
ter decentralization, including the principle of “equality 
between the State, regions and local authorities as consti-
tuent elements of the Republic” (Art. 114). However, it 
cannot be said that the constitutional revision of 2001 
made Italy a federal republic, even if “it prepares [Italy 
for it, without yet achieving it” (Fougerouse, 2003). The 
devolution process came to a halt when the 2005 consti-
tutional reform bill was rejected in a referendum in June 
2006 by 61.29 per cent of voters. However, this halt did 
not mean the end of the desire for decentralization, as 
we shall now show.

Analysis of Italian public opinion since 2007: trust in 
various levels of governement and proximity 

On the basis of various surveys conducted by the insti-
tute for political and social research Demos & Pi, we ana-
lyze the evolution and state of Italian public opinion on 
the issue of regional autonomy or independence. Let us 
first observe the degrees of confidence that Italians have 
in each of the administrative levels. 

Italy: Demands for 
Autonomy and  Cultural 
Unity

JEAN-TOUSSAINT BATTESTINI
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From 2007 to 2009, we observe that, with the 
exception of the European Union, which was 
the level of government in which Italians had 
the greatest confidence, confidence is clearly 
positively correlated with the proximity of the 
institutions to the citizen. Compared to the re-
gion or the state, it is the municipalities that 
enjoy the highest level of trust, followed by the 
region and then the state.

With the exception of the European Union, 
whose trust levels dropped sharply following 
the subprime crisis in 2008 and the debt crisis 
in 2011, we do not observe any major change 
in the ranking of these 4 institutions over 
the rest of our time series. It is interesting to 
note, however, that despite a drop in trust, the 
Union remains more trusted than the regional 
councils or the State. The increase in trust in 
all institutions in 2020 is explained by a “rally-
around-the-flag” effect in reaction to the health 
crisis. In public opinion, the state seems to be-
nefit the most from the crisis, compared to the 
regions, municipalities and the European Union: it is 
the level that enjoys the greatest increase in confidence 
(+10 percentage points). Otherwise, Italians have more 
confidence in institutions when they are geographically 
close to citizens. The municipality is the institution most 
trusted by Italians. The effect of proximity can be obser-
ved by looking at the gap between the confidence in the 
municipality and that in the regions or the state, which 
remains large over the entire period studied. 
 
While the ranking of the various levels does not change 
over time, some dynamics can be observed in the light 
of this graph. From 2007 to 2015, the trust gap between 
the regions and the Italian state is rather limited, oscilla-
ting between 1 and 7 percentage points at its maximum. 
Starting in 2015, we notice that this gap widens; the diffe-
rence reaches 10 percentage points in 2017. Between 
2016 and 2019, we observe a significant gap in trust levels 
between the state and the regions.

Autonomy and the road to independence

The same years saw important non-binding referenda 
being held in Veneto and Lombardy on the very issue 
of autonomy and independence. On October 22, 2017, 
voters in Lombardy and Veneto were called to vote to 
give their region a mandate to negotiate more devolution 
of competences from the central state. In both regions, 
an overwhelming majority supported this initiative: in 
Veneto, 98.1% of voters were in favor of more autonomy 
for the region with a turnout of 57.2%. In Lombardy, the 
result was mixed: while 96.02% of voters were in favor of 
more devolution, the quorum was not reached with only 

38.21% of voters who came out to vote on the issue. This 
was not Veneto's first attempt at addressing this ques-
tion, as in 2014 the region had already held a non-bin-
ding referendum with the question “Do you want Veneto 
to be a federal, independent and sovereign state?” where 
89.1% of voters voted in favor of independence before it 
was ruled illegal by the Italian Constitutional Court. The 
vote instead paved the way for more autonomy without, 
however, talking about a special status for the region.  

This “independentist” momentum prompted the Demos 
& Pi institute to conduct a poll in several Italian re-
gions in 2014 to measure their desire for independence 
(Demos and Pi, 2014). Only regions with a statistically 
significant number of responses were included in the 
study. The survey question explicitly asked respondents 
whether or not they favored their region's independence 
from the rest of Italy. We find that the regions with the 
strongest desire for independence are the island regions 
that already enjoy a special status by virtue of the Italian 
Constitution of 1947, as well as Veneto. At 44%, Sicily ex-
pressed a minority but strong support for independence, 
as did Sardinia (45%); as for Veneto, 53% of respondents 
called for the independence of their region. Finally, the 
other regions where support for independence amounts 
to about a third of respondents are Piedmont, Lombardy 
and Lazio. This data thus echoes our earlier claim that 
Italian regions that possess their own economic, politi-
cal and symbolic history are more likely to be in favor 
of some degree of autonomy, or even a return to their 
own sovereignty. It is unfortunate that this survey does 
not include data on support for independence in South 
Tyrol, Valle d'Aosta and Friuli, regions where support for 
independence would have been worth analyzing.

Figure  4
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Yet, these estimates of support for independence in va-
rious regions contradicts other poll estimates obtained 
in the months preceding the autonomy referenda in 
Lombardy and Veneto (Demos & Pi, 2017). The latter 
poll estimates the demand for autonomy in Veneto, 
Lombardy, and Italy as a whole. When distinguishing 
between the demand for autonomy and the demand 
for independence, support for more autonomy is 52% 
in Lombardy and 57% in Veneto while support for auto-
nomy is only 9% in Lombardy and 15% in Veneto. Have 
demands for autonomy and independence eventually 
fused at the ballot box? Would the majority of citizens 
in these regions be in favour of greater autonomy for 
their region, without wanting to cut ties with the Italian 
Republic? Similarly, Demos & Pi (2014) shows that while 
55 per cent of respondents answered yes to the ques-
tion “are you in favour of or against the independence 
of Veneto?,” only 28 per cent supported “achieving full 
independence for Veneto” compared to 30 per cent who 
said “electing competent parliamentarians,” 20 per cent 
who said “more autonomy, real federalism” and 17 per 
cent who said “parliamentarians capable of defending 
the interests of the regions.”  The demand for indepen-
dence, sometimes measured at very high levels in these 
regions, would then only be the expression of dissatis-
faction with a central state perceived as failing to res-
pond to the regions' demand for autonomy. The support 
for independence observed in the polls can therefore be 
interpreted as a sign of a one-time radicalization of the 
respondents on the issue of the demand for autonomy. 
 
Regarding the demand for autonomy proper, Demos & Pi 
(2019) shows that, on a scale of 1 to 10, 63% of respondents 
rate the question of “granting of greater autonomy to re-
gions that demand it” as important (above 6), versus 32% 
who rate it below 5. This is the maximum level reached 
compared to March and May 2019, when 59% of respon-
dents gave a score above 6 for the same question. The 
importance given to this question is lowest in the island 

and southern regions with only 57% of respondents gi-
ving importance to this question. While we can assume 
that the non-insular southern regions must be pulling 
down this score, greater autonomy still appears to be 
supported by a majority of respondents from southern 
Italy. Unsurprisingly, support for autonomy is strongest 
in the northwest and northeast, where the Lega Nord is 
very active: in the regions of Veneto, Trentino and Friuli, 
the importance of the issue reaches 86%, while in the re-
gions of Valle d'Aosta, Piedmont, Lombardy and Liguria 
the importance of the issue of autonomy is evaluated at 
63%. Next come the regions of central north and central 
south, where the importance of the issue of autonomy is 
evaluated at 60%. 
 
Let us now analyze the demand for autonomy by parti-
san preference. According to the same survey, support 
for greater autonomy is strongest among Lega suppor-
ters: 82% of Lega supporters give particular importance 
to the demand for regional autonomy. Next come sup-
porters of Forza Italia, for whom the issue is considered 
important by 72% of respondents, and finally supporters 
of the Movimento Cinque Stelle, with 71% of supporters 
of the movement who attach importance to this issue. 
Support for the demand for autonomy is lowest among 
supporters of the Partito Democratico (PD), with only 
43% of PD sympathizers giving importance to the issue 
of regional autonomy. 
 
In sum, a non-negligible part of the Italian population 
clearly supports an extension of the scope of their re-
gion's competences. This demand for more autonomy 
is sometimes conflated with the demand for indepen-
dence, even though the latter appears marginal in polls 
whenever a clear distinction is drawn between the de-
sire for autonomy and the desire for independence.

Figure  5
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“Italiano, malgrado tutto”

Other studies tend to show that cultural unity takes pre-
cedence over secessionist views. This suggests that des-
pite widespread desire for autonomy, the demand for 
independence could be merely a form of radicalization 
of the demand for autonomy, and that once the varni-
sh of protesting independence is scraped off, “siamo 
italiani, malgrado tutto” (“in spite of everything, we are 
Italians”). 

Demos & Pi (2019) showed that only 29% of Italians felt 
that they belong mainly to their region (as their first or se-
cond choice), which places this level of government only 
in 4th position in the ranking. In the top three, we have 
“the Italian nation” for 42% of respondents, their munici-
pality for 33%, and “the world” for 31% of them. Only 15% 
of respondents answered that they belong to the “North” 
and 14% to the “South,” placing these two options at the 
very bottom of the ranking. More interestingly, when we 
look at the answers by political preferences, we see that 
for Lega voters, belonging to Italy is the most important 
by a very narrow margin, with 31% of Lega supporters 
answering that they feel Italian, compared to 30% who 
answer that they belong to their region or commune. 
Among the supporters of the Movimento Cinque Stelle, 
the feeling of belonging to the region or the city takes 
precedence with 29% of the answers, while belonging 
to Italy comes in third place with 22% of the answers, 

just behind the feeling of belonging “to the South” which 
gets 25% of the answers. 
 
The feeling of belonging to Italy is shared by a majority 
of the population, as is the attachment to Italian unity, 
which 89.1% of Italians rate very positively or positively 
(Demos & Pi, 2011). Only 7.5% of respondents have a ne-
gative perception of unity. The regions with the lowest 
support for unity are the islands and the South, where 
support is 90%, and the Northwest and Northeast, 
where support ranges from 83% to 84%. Support for 
unity is therefore overwhelmingly strong even in regions 
displaying separatist tendencies. In the same vein, when 
looking at party preferences, only Lega supporters are 
only 70% positive about the advent of Italian unity, while 
support reaches or exceeds 90% in all other political for-
mations. The figure of unity, Giuseppe Garibaldi, is per-
ceived very positively among Italians: 91% of them think 
that the “father of Italian unity“ has left a positive mark 
on the history of the country, placing him at the top of 
the ranking of historical figures who have contributed 
most to the influence of Italy in the world. 
 
According to the same survey, in 2011, 51% of Italians 
thought that Italy would be “more federal” by 2021 and 
38% thought that Italy would be a federal republic, but 
66% thought that it would be less united. This shows that 
the desire for more autonomy takes precedence over 
the desire for independence. Italians are very attached 

Figure 6 
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to their unity, even if they are sometimes critical of the 
form it takes.

Conclusion

From the opinion polls we have analyzed, we can ob-
serve that despite the strong demand for autonomy, and 
sometimes independence, expressed by Italian citizens, 
the country's public opinion shares a strong desire for 
cultural unity. The demand for autonomy, which so-
metimes expresses itself in calls for total independence 
from the rest of the Italian Republic, can be linked to the 
division of Italy into several political entities over several 
centuries. Strong regional identities have thus emerged, 

without supplanting the sense of national belonging. 
 Italy as a nation-state is the result of the unification of 
small powers with their own history. Unity, which is 
strongly desired and widely celebrated, does not suppr-
ress Italians' regional and communal attachments. Local 
levels of government are, in fact, more trusted than the 
central state. The demand for regional autonomy ex-
pressed by a part of Italian public opinion is not intended 
to challenge the unity of the country, but rather to create 
tools that allow unity to be preserved while respecting 
the diversity of the peninsula. It is not separatism that 
is expressed in these opinion polls, but rather a desire 
to transform the form of the Italian state from an unfini-
shed decentralized state to a federal state.
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Germany is not only constitutionally a Federal Republic, 
but also one of the countries with the strongest regional 
powers worldwide. The Regional Authority Index (Shair-
Rosenfield 2020; Hooghe et al. 2016) of the German 
Länder, which quantifies the extent of the powers 
granted to regional levels of government, was 27 in 2018, 
compared to 26 for Swiss cantons, 24.6 for U.S. states, 
and just 18 for Italian regions. The Länder are home to 
strong regional cultures and identities, which give rise 
to largely idiosyncratic political dynamics. In Bavaria, 
for instance, a truly regional party, the Christian Social 
Union (CSU), which does not run for office in any other 
state, dominates regional political life. After the “tur-
ning point” (Wende) of 1990, a new West-East cleavage 
emerged ( Jun et al. 2008). The six “new Länder” that 
joined the federal Republic in 1990 have since been cha-
racterized by specific political trends, the most symbolic 
of which is the overrepresentation of right-wing nationa-
list (AfD, NPD) and radical left-wing parties (PDS, later 
Linke) at the expense of the traditional center-left and 
center-right groups.
 
German politics is also characterized by a relatively com-
plex culture of coalitions, within a party system that 
currently features six main parties and in which the two 
former “mass parties” (Social Democrats and Christian 
Democrats) are permanently weakened (Nachtwey 2018). 
Each of the sixteen regional governments, as well as the 
federal government, is formed on the basis of such coa-
litions. As the Länder are granted extensive powers, this 
system means that the different regions can diverge quite 
widely in the policies they pursue. Some of these regions 
are  the equivalent of a medium-sized European nation; 
the most populous region, North Rhine-Westphalia, has 
a population of almost 18 million, while the second and 
third largest, Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg, have po-
pulations of 13 million and 11 million respectively.

Analyzing the trust gap

A number of studies have measured citizens' trust in the 
different levels of political decision-making at the level 
of individual German Länder. In a major survey com-
missioned by the Bertelsmann-Stiftung in 2017 (Unzicker 
et al. 2019), respondents from each of the Länder were 
asked about their trust in the regional parliament 
(Landtag), the federal parliament (Bundestag), and the 
federal and regional governments. The answers to these 
questions allow us to assess the trust gap between the 
two main decision-making levels.

For both governments and parliaments, we can examine 
the difference between the proportion of respondents 
reporting “high or very high trust” in the regional level 
and the proportion giving the same answer about the 
national level. Similarly, we can observe the difference 
between the proportion of people indicating “low or 
very low trust” in the state level versus the federal level. 
It should be noted that a bias may have been introduced 
into the questionnaire in favor of the “neutral” response, 
which was chosen by a majority of respondents, because 
respondents had to declare a “high” level of trust in the 
parliament or the executive in order for their answer to 
be classified as “positive.”

With regard to trust (answers of “high” or “very high” 
trust), no clear pattern emerges. In eight of the sixteen 
Länder, trust in regional institutions exceeds trust in na-
tional institutions, while in the other eight the opposite 
is true. The result is quite different regarding mistrust 
(answers “low” or “very low” trust), since in 13 out of 16 
regions mistrust of the federal government and parlia-
ment exceeds that of the regional institutions. For both 
indicators, in a majority of cases (26 out of 32), the gap 
is the same for parliaments as well as for governments.

The strong institutional weight of the Länder in Germany 
is therefore not associated with increased trust in 

Germany: Regional 
Freedom, Federal Distrust?

FRANÇOIS HUBLET
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regional democracy. The proportion of the German po-
pulation who say they have “high” or “very high” trust in 
both levels of government is exactly the same at 29%. At 
the same time, less mistrust is expressed towards regio-
nal governments than towards the federal government in 
more than three quarters of the regions, with an average 
difference of three percentage points. This difference is 
more pronounced in the East than in the West and seems 
to be increasing in regions with a strong regional political 
culture (Bavaria, Baden-Württemberg, Saarland, Saxony, 
Schleswig-Holstein). This substantial difference in the 
“negative” dimensions of trust only in one of the most 
federalized states in the world deserves a closer analysis.
 
Some of the reasons advanced to explain the trust gap 
between the two levels of government1 appear to be less 
relevant in the case of Germany. The division of res-
ponsibilities between the two levels is more egalitarian 
than in many other States. Moreover, the regions are 
very large, which makes it impossible to consider most 
of the Länder as purely “local” authorities. Finally, es-
pecially because of the practice of Grand Coalitions, the 

1 — See p. 24..

proportion of voters represented in the federal govern-
ment is particularly high. In 2017, in six out of sixteen re-
gions — all in the west and representing more than 60% 
of the country's population — the proportion of the elec-
torate supporting one of the two parties in the federal 
government (CDU or SPD) was higher than the propor-
tion that voted for one of the parties that made up the 
Länder governments in the previous regional elections. 
This is especially due to the significant electoral weight 
of the CDU and SPD at the time of the study. Hence, three 
of the proposed mechanisms (authority, proximity, re-
presentativity) could be partially or totally ineffective, at 
least in the Western part of the country.
 
Rather, these differences could be explained through 
matters of identity, the relationship to the federal state 
and political culture — in particular the desire for au-
tonomy —, the rejection of politics, and the general 
socio-economic situation. While the last point is pro-
bably the least conclusive in view of the examples men-
tioned above, the strong regional bounds of important 
fractions of the population could, together with the 

Figure  7
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specific political dynamics of some of them (most notably 
Bavaria), explain a more frequent rejection of “Berliner” 
politics. In this case, the lower level of trust in the federal 
government, rather than being a sign of indifference to 
regional politics, would reflect a real attachment to the 
regional level of government and its autonomy. A recent 
study by Kühne et al. (2020) suggests that the trust gap 
in favor of the regions is real, and materializes not only 
with respect to the federal level, but also with respect to 
the municipal level: higher satisfaction with, or trust in, 
regional institutions does not necessarily imply a specific 
rejection of the federal level, but rather a preference for 
the regional level over the other levels of government.
 
At the same time, the sentiment of Politikverdrossenheit 
(political fatigue) described since the 1990s in Germany, 
and which is in line with a more general European 
pattern, may explain another fraction of this trend 
(Unzicker 2013). German law grants most legislative 
powers — i.e., true political powers— to the federal go-
vernment, whereas the implementation of these laws is 
mostly the responsibility of the Länder. If everything that 
is "political" is subject to negative preconceptions, then 
the activity of the federal government, which receives 
the most intense media coverage and holds the bulk of 
the legislative powers, should be more directly affected. 
By contrast, regional policy — which is less controversial 
and may be perceived as less important — would be more 
likely to provoke reactions of indifference than rejection. 
In this light, it seems natural that the level of mistrust 
towards the federal authorities would be higher, but this 
would not necessarily indicate a greater interest in regio-
nal politics by citizens.
 
Without drawing definitive conclusions, it can be sug-
gested that two main and somewhat antagonistic mecha-
nisms — the strength of each region's own political 
culture and the interplay between the constitutional 

distribution of powers and the Politikverdrossenheit — 
play an important role in the federal-regional difference 
observed in Germany, but that this difference can be ob-
served almost exclusively in the negative aspects of the 
relationship to political institutions.

Did the COVID-19 pandemic reshuffle the cards?

At the beginning of 2020, on the eve of the coronavirus 
pandemic, the Forsa Institute's trend barometer (RTL 
2020) showed the following numbers regarding trust 
in political institutions: Federal President Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier, who mainly acts in a representative capa-
city, was trusted by 73% of respondents. This was fol-
lowed by Chancellor Angela Merkel (50%), mayors and 
town councils (48%), regional governments (47%), the 
Bundestag (41%), the EU (40%) and the federal govern-
ment (34%). The difference between national and regio-
nal governments is considerable at 13%. At the beginning 
of 2021 (NTV 2021), despite an increase in trust for all 
institutions, this order had changed: behind the Federal 
President (76%, +3pp) and the Chancellor (75%, +25pp), 
the Federal Government (63%, +29pp) now exceeded the 
regional governments (60%, +13pp), mayors (58%, 10pp), 
the Bundestag (54%, +13pp) and the EU (38%, -2pp). This 
trend reversal, which was already quite noticeable in the 
interim survey conducted in May 2020, validated the fe-
deral government’s action in the crisis while at the same 
time partially penalizing regional governments whose 
actions were often perceived as inefficient and divided. 
On the one hand, the federal government, which be-
nefited from Chancellor Merkel’s high popularity, was 
seen as more protective despite its very limited execu-
tive powers in terms of crisis management. On the other 
hand, the regional governments, which were at the fo-
refront of the political response and whose real protec-
tive capacity was therefore greater in many respects, 
fell short of expectations. Hence, despite a significant 

Figure  8: Difference in mistrust and trusts levels between local/regional and federal governments by Land (Unzicker et al. 2019)
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increase in trust, which can be explained by the need for 
protection mentioned above, the regional level has seen 
its relative popularity decline in favor of the federal level 
during the crisis.

At the same time, the way citizens in the different German 
regions perceive the quality of crisis management is very 
heterogeneous (Kühne et al. 2020). While the Bavarian 
government's crisis management policy was rated 7.2 
out of 10 on average by voters, the Brandenburg govern-
ment's score was only 5.9. As such, Bavaria's Minister-
President Markus Söder (CSU, EPP) has benefited in the 
polls from his proactive actions and tough talk during 
the Covid-19 pandemic. In March 2021, he was the se-
cond most popular politician in the country behind 
the chancellor (Kleine et al. 2021). In contrast, Armin 
Laschet (CDU, EPP), Minister-President of North Rhine-
Westphalia and the CDU's nominee for Chancellor, was 
increasingly unpopular, presumably due to his govern-
ment's difficulties in dealing with the region's epidemic. 
This region has been the scene of several large clusters, 
notably in the Tönnies slaughterhouse in Gütersloh, 
and its administration has not allowed Armin Laschet, 
who takes a less restrictive approach than his Bavarian 
counterpart, to impose his authority in the rest of the 
country. However, Kühne et al. call for caution when 
analyzing the causes of the positive or negative evalua-
tion of crisis management by the different regions. This 
is because this evaluation depends as much on the cri-
sis management itself as on the base of popularity of the 
different actors regardless of the crisis.
 
Since the German Länder had almost exclusive authority 
over healthcare at the operational and administrative 
levels during most of the crisis (Coatleven et al. 2020), 
one might expect to see a strong correlation between 
the perceived quality of crisis management by regional 
governments and the trust gap between the two levels 
of government. This is confirmed by the data at the two 
extremes of the distribution (Kühne et al. 2020): the re-
gional governments with the largest trust gap between 
the federal and municipal levels (Bavaria, Mecklenburg) 
have high crisis management scores, while those with 
the smallest trust gap (North Rhine-Westphalia, Berlin) 

have the worst crisis management scores. Between these 
two extremes, however, this correlation is much less 
clear.
 
The management of the Covid-19 pandemic in Germany 
has been accompanied in some places by criticisms of 
federalism as a creator of heterogeneity and an obstacle 
to decision-making. Even less traditional parties, such 
as the Bavarian CSU (Kleine et al. 2021), actively sup-
ported the centralization of certain powers. At the same 
time, the subsidiary approach to crisis management in 
Germany has allowed for greater flexibility and quicker 
feedback while preserving the role of the different ins-
titutional levels and checks and balances (Coatleven et 
al. 2020). Regional politics have played a major role in 
this, and many regional governments have been able to 
show leadership. The Chancellor, who benefited most 
from increased popularity, played a coordinating, politi-
cal, and moral leadership role, while many powers were 
left to the regional governments. The crisis is thus un-
likely to have caused a lasting weakening of federalism 
or a reversal of the trust gap between the two levels of 
government.

Conclusion

In one of the most decentralized federal States in the 
world, the trust gap between federal and regional ins-
titutions remains modest. While there is clearly less 
mistrust of regional institutions than of federal ones, this 
gap can be explained both by a specific attachment to the 
regional level and by a general political fatigue, which 
has a greater effect on the federal level. In addition, two 
interesting trends can be observed with regard to the 
pandemic: on the one hand, a reversal of the previously 
observed dominant position, which saw the federal au-
thorities, identified as more protective, surpassing the 
regional authorities in terms of trust during the crisis; 
and on the other hand, a heterogeneous evolution ac-
cording to the regions,  in which certain states (Bavaria, 
Mecklenburg) distinguish themselves by a particularly 
high level of trust, while in others (Rhineland, Berlin), 
the governments are faced with a more pronounced 
mistrust.
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Centralisation and decentralisation in Poland since the 
end of the Cold War
 
Among waves of centralisation and decentralisation fol-
lowing the demise of communism in Poland, the country 
presents today peculiar patterns in terms of governance 
as well as loyalties at different levels. Indeed, the expe-
rience of self-government has promoted the involve-
ment of social groups hitherto only marginally engaged 
in active political participation (such as women, reports 
Matysiak 2015). On the other hand, the widespread prac-
tice of contesting local elections as independent can-
didates has partially contrasted the population’s dissa-
tisfaction with politicians and political parties. Overall, 
therefore, local authorities are perceived as closer to the 
citizens and tend to be more trusted than the central 
government. Moreover, the sharp socio-economic divi-
sions in Poland overlap the urban-rural cleavage, thus 
generating distinctive voting behaviours in large cities 
compared to the countryside. This leaves room for op-
position parties, whose numbers are diluted in national 
elections, to mobilise support at the local level (especial-
ly around mayors) in a few nerve centres.
 
Poland’s territorial division is currently articulated over 
3 main levels (Central Statistical Office report 2020). The 
largest territorial units are the provinces (voyvodships), 
administered jointly by a governor (volvode) and a local-
ly-elected assembly (sejmic). The former is appointed by 
the Prime Minister, therefore acts as the local represen-
tative of the central government. The assembly, on the 
other hand, is entrusted with a 4-year mandate and in 
turn elects the executive office (zarzad województwa) and 
the marshall (marszalek). At present, there are in total 16 
provinces. Secondly, counties (powiaty) are the interme-
diate level of territorial division, each with its own elec-
ted council. In total, there are 380 counties, 314 rural and 
66 urban. Finally, the lowest level consists of the districts 
(gminy), in which voters directly elect local councillors 
and mayors. In total, there are 2477 districts, of which 

301 are urban, 1533 are rural and 642 are urban-ru-
ral. This setting follows the Local Government Reform 
(November 1997-end of 2000), reducing the number of 
provinces, keeping the districts and re-introducing the 
counties (Ingham et al. 2011). Figure 9 summarises the 
articulation of local government organs in Poland.  
 
In practice, municipalities are responsible for the majo-
rity of basic services, including social care and primary 
education (Kukołowicz & Górecki 2018). This also allows 
for the establishment of a clear chain of responsibility, 
potentially leading to sanctioning the incumbents for 
disliked policies. Conversely, there appears to be very 
little alternation at the local level. Quite the opposite: 
most incumbents stand again (successfully) in the fol-
lowing elections. Indeed, some analyses (Kukołowicz & 
Górecki 2018) have shown the huge advantage that in-
cumbent candidates seem to enjoy. Since local gover-
nance includes the provision of several basic services, 
the administration can control the amount of resources 
and benefits to distribute as well as the timing thereof. 
This allows not only for mechanisms of “name recogni-
tion” among old candidates, but in some cases mimics 
clientelistic relations. Similar tendencies were also do-
cumented by Mares and Young (2018) in their analysis 
of Romania and Hungary. In Poland, expenditures per 
capita and incumbency have indeed been proved to be 
important drivers of the executive officials’ electoral suc-
cess — an effect which is bigger for parties in the natio-
nal government at the time of elections (Kukołowicz & 
Górecki 2018).

These tendencies may have even increased after the 
recent electoral reform in 2011, replacing in several 
municipalities the open-list proportional system with 
single-member districts and majoritarian first-past-the-
post rule. Indeed, this has limited the number of party 
candidates while increasing the number of independent 
(unaffiliated) competitors (Gendźwiłł & Żółtak 2017). A 
second relevant aspect of the reform is that it helped 
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concentrating the powers in the hands of mayors, thanks 
to the consolidation of supportive majorities in the mu-
nicipal councils.
  
This empowerment trend is being partially reversed to-
day, with a disguised recentralisation of power — espe-
cially investing local authorities representing the opposi-
tion. Although grounded more in factual practices1  than 
in formal legal reforms, this has increased the national 
government’s oversight on local administration, in some 
cases even setting standards for local services (Council 
of Europe 2019). This not only impairs the quality of lo-
cal self-government but also undermines the principle 
of subsidiarity, embedded in the Polish Constitution. 
Such phenomenon could be traced back to the rivalry 
between the central government, expressed by the Law 
and Justice (PiS) party, and some opposition branches 
(mainly concentrated in urban areas) whose weight is 
overall diluted in national contestations but which do 
prevail at the local level.

It was evident that PiS had obtained most of its votes 
from rural constituencies in both the 2015 and 2019 
elections. This comes as no surprise, since this is where 
the party mainly concentrated its campaign. Instead of 
tackling the structural divergence between centre and 
periphery, however, it seems that the government has at-
tempted hampering local officials and their decision-ma-
king powers. For these reasons, the opposition forces 
advocate an increase in decentralisation and further em-
powerment of the voyvodships’ provincial governments 
(Gagatek & Tybuchowska-Hartlińska 2020).

The urban-rural divide

The analysis of data referring to the 2015 parliamenta-
ry elections indicates that the urban-rural divide is the 
most influential factor predicting voting behaviour in 
Poland. Indeed, urbanisation appears more relevant in 
explaining geographical patterns of electoral results, 
even more than economic conditions and historical 
legacies (Marcinkiewicz 2018). More specifically, high 

1 — For instance, a 2019 report by the Council of Europe states that “[m]any mayors mentioned the excesses in prosecutions and anticorruption 
investigations, with the purpose to instill in the citizenship a feeling of distrust in local authorities” (Council of Europe 2019: 34).

urbanisation seems to be associated with higher votes for 
socially moderate or progressive parties and lower votes 
for conservative or populist parties. This is in line with 
the prototypical image of young, liberal city dwellers 
versus older, conservative inhabitants of small centres 
(Matraszek 2020). It is also important to highlight, howe-
ver, that in the Polish context the urban-rural cleavage 
overlaps several economic dimensions. For instance, 
Ingham et al. (2011) show that rural development defi-
cit goes hand in hand with higher unemployment rates. 
Figures of the OECD further show large regional dispa-
rities, particularly evident in the lower living conditions 
and higher poverty rates of rural households, compared 
to urban ones (Council of Europe 2019).

Anyhow, although these differences can lead to blurred 
results for national (parliamentary or even presidential) 
elections, the distinctive electoral patterns emerge parti-
cularly in the case of local elections. This is of course due 
to the territorial arrangements, but also to the degree of 
urbanisation: although 234 current mayors belong to the 
governing party Law and Justice (PiS), the 10 largest ci-
ties are all governed by independents or opposition par-
ties (especially Civic Platform, PO). An overview thereof 
is provided in Figure 10. This is particularly striking since 
in the 2018 regional elections, held on the same day as 
the local ones, the PiS obtained the largest vote share, 
winning the majority of seats in 6 of the 16 provincial 
assemblies and gaining control of most local councils 
(Gagatek & Tybuchowska-Hartlińska 2020). There thus 
seems to be a discrepancy between political loyalties at 
different levels of government, with independent candi-
dates being especially privileged in the local contexts.  

Independent candidates

Poland has a rich and relatively long tradition of inde-
pendent candidates, as shown by studies concentrating 
specifically on the local elections held in 2002, 2006 and 
2010 (Gendźwiłł 2012).

This could, however, be due to the fact that most 

Figure  9: Administrative divisions of Poland
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incumbents re-stand at the next election, therefore 
consolidating the power they might have gained in the 
early 2000s. Particularly then, in fact, several actors 
entered politics embracing the same anti-partisan spirit 
which had informed the local administration reform at 
the end of the 1990s (Gendźwiłł & Żółtak 2014). In ge-
neral, in Poland there are incredibly low levels of party 
identification and membership (van Biezen et al. 2012) 
and trust in political parties is also very low. The party 
system is still not territorially rooted, and the local arti-
culations of parties are underdeveloped. Conversely, a 
large share of candidate-mayors contests elections as in-
dependents, not being affiliated to any political party. All 
in all, they are credible and serious competitors even for 
the most established national parties, presenting them-
selves as more direct representatives of people’s needs, 
beyond party affiliation.

The presence of so many unaffiliated politicians at the 
local level is probably one symptom of the overall dissa-
tisfaction with democracy and low trust in institutions 
and elected representatives (Klamut & Kantor 2017). As 
already evident in earlier studies, the political landscape 
in Poland presents a highly polarised electorate, seg-
mented particularly along the urban-rural cleavage. The 
2020 presidential elections are only the latest example 
thereof.  
 
The 2020 presidential elections and the role of mayors

Initially scheduled for May 2020, the presidential elec-
tions were postponed due to the Covid-19 pandemic 
and finally held on 28 June (first round) and 12 July 
(second round). This delay rejuvenated the opposition 
party Civic Platform (PO), which replaced its candidate 
Malgorzata Kidawa-Blonska (whose preference rate had 
dropped below 10%) to rally instead around the mayor 
of Warsaw, Rafał Trzaskowski. The brutal election cam-
paign revolved around the currently most divisive issues 
in the country — such as the LGBT+ community — and 

showed once again the attempts of the governing party 
to oppose the urban elites represented by Trzaskowski in 
favour of the poorest and oldest dwellers of rural areas, 
to whom is directed heavy social spending (Wanat 2020).
 
The 2020 presidential elections also saw the participa-
tion of Szymon Hołownia, a complete newcomer to po-
litics but a well-known TV presenter and writer. Similar 
to the attempt by Paweł Kukiz in previous elections, he 
contested as an independent, leveraging on the wides-
pread sentiments of disillusionment with politicians and 
political parties (Szczerbiak 2020). Despite, as the evo-
lution of the polls shows, the postponement of the elec-
tions might have penalised Hołownia, at the first round 
of presidential elections he secured nearly 14% of the 
votes, behind Trzaskowski with 30.5% and Duda with 
43.5%. The support gathered by such a strongly anti-esta-
blishment candidate might further signal Polish peoples’ 
mistrust with the whole political class (Machalica 2021). 
 
The overall participation in the second round of the 
elections was nearly unprecedented, presenting the se-
cond-highest turnout since 1989 (Matraszek 2020). In 
the end, Duda was confirmed president with 51% of the 
votes, with Trzaskowski barely reaching 49%. The incu-
mbent also managed to conquer 44 districts in which 
the PO candidate, Bronisław Komorowski, had prevailed 
in 2015. None of them, however, are cities with powiat 
rights. Conversely, Trzaskowski won in 7 districts for-
merly controlled by Duda, 5 of which are cities with 
powiat rights. This further shows evidence of the already 
mentioned urban-rural division (Matraszek 2020).  
 
Although it is difficult to tell how much of the support for 
Trzaskowski actually derived from a preference for his 
party rather than his personal features, the huge mobi-
lisation in his favour can be interpreted as an attempt to 
contrast the governing party. The fact that such opposi-
tion is embodied by a mayor is, however, illustrative not 
only of the deep cleavages separating the largest cities 
and the poorer countryside, but also of the potentiali-
ties for local authorities to voice and represent the prefe-
rences of citizens that do not support the current central 
government. Therefore, providing safe spaces for self-go-
vernment and real autonomy at the local level is all the 

Figure  10 : Mayors of the 10 largest Polish cities
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more crucial to safeguard the quality of democracy.  

The assassination of the mayor of Gdansk in January 
2019 during a charity event can also be regarded as 
symptomatic of the huge polarisation and tense politi-
cal climate in Poland. Pawel Adamowicz had been mayor 
since 1998 and his mandate, renovated at the latest elec-
tions, would have ended in 2023. Although running as an 
independent since 2015, he was close to his former party 
Civic Platform – that had endorsed his candidature – and 
notorious for his anti-government stances. Already in 
2017, his liberal positions on refugees and LGBT+ rights 
had made him the target of far-right groups awarding 
“political death certificates” to progressive politicians. 
Although president Duda strongly condemned the at-
tack which was only indirectly motivated by political 
reasons (the attacker blamed Civic Platform for his arrest 
in the past), the widespread hate and political violence2 
are connected to the deep polarisation in Polish society, 
which is largely driven by confrontations at the elite level 
(Tworzecki 2019).  
 
On the other hand, the attempt by the opposition to 
rally around a liberal but independent candidate clo-
sely resembles the success experienced in 2019 by 
Gergely Karácsony as candidate for the mayoral elec-
tions in Budapest. He then strongly promoted the coor-
dination among the mayors of the capitals of Visegrád 
group countries (Hungary, Poland, Czech Republic and 
Slovakia) which led to the signature of the so-called 

2 —  Indeed, 57% of Poles declared to have encountered hate speech (intended as offensive statements directed at attributes such as ethnicity, nationality, 
religion, sexual orientation, gender, age or disability), according to a survey conducted by CBOS (2019).

“Pact of Free Cities” in December 2019. This alliance 
reunites Karácsony and Trzaskowski with the mayor of 
Bratislava Matus Vallo (also elected as an independent) 
and the mayor of Prague Zdeněk Hřib (member of the 
Pirate Party) and states their commitment to the protec-
tion and promotion of the values of “freedom, human 
dignity, democracy, equality, rule of law, social justice, 
tolerance and cultural diversity” (Deutsche Welle 2019). 
The mayors claim to represent the most lively, diverse 
and economically thriving centres of their countries, 
which in recent times have had frictions with the EU due 
to allegations of corruption and deterioration of the rule 
of law. 

Accordingly, the signatories have suggested that part of 
European funds — including the recovery funds allocated 
in the frame of the response to the Covid-19 pandemic — 
should be awarded directly to the cities, thus bypassing 
the central governments whose policies are often criti-
cised as being at odds with some fundamental values of 
the European Union (Dimitrova 2021). Currently, they 
lament, cities are excluded from the drafting process 
of the national recovery plan, as reported by Eurocities 
(2021). 

Trust figures

Indeed, Poles seem to have good confidence in local ad-
ministrations and how they handle funds. In a 2018 poll 
from the CBOS, citizens expressed their satisfaction with 
local government bodies: 67% of respondents have a 
good/very good opinion of their mayor, with only 17% re-
porting the opposite opinion; 64% of respondents think 
that the communal council is doing a good job (16% have 
a negative opinion) and 49% reported that financial re-
sources are properly managed by city or commune au-
thorities, with only 20% disagreeing (CBOS 2018).  

In 2020, examining which public institutions are deemed 
more trustworthy by Poles, CBOS (2020) reports overall 
high confidence in local authorities (indicated by 74% of 
respondents). Similar levels of trust are shown towards 
charitable institutions (some of which above 80%), ar-
med forces and the police (83% and 71% respectively) but 
also international organisations (NATO 80%, the EU 73%, 
the UN 72%). Conversely, only 46% express confidence 
in the government, 33% in the Parliament and a mere 
24% in political parties (distrust prevails in both the lat-
ter cases, with 45% of respondents declaring not to trust 

Figure  11
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Parliament and 56% not trusting parties).  

Interestingly, although appreciation of the European 
Union is at its highest, there are important differences 
based on party preference. Indeed, a 2020 poll conduc-
ted by the ECFR reported that only 13% of PiS voters tend 
to trust or strongly trust the European Commission, 56% 
distrust or strongly distrust it, while 30% are undecided. 
Conversely, among people who did not vote for PiS in 
the 2019 parliamentary elections, 37% tended to trust 
or strongly trusted the European Commission, with 34% 
undecided and 30% who tended to distrust or strongly 
distrusted it. (Buras & Zerka 2020). Although not unex-
pected, these figures show another realm in which po-
litical and partisan polarisation shapes public attitudes 
in Poland. 

Conclusion

The electoral victories of Law and Justice (PiS) suggest a 
widespread support for that party and the national go-
vernment. The specificities of the Polish context, howe-
ver, deserve better consideration: indeed, there are 
sharp differences in allegiances at the national, regio-
nal and local level, especially following the urban-rural 

cleavage. Polish society is strongly polarised between 
more conservative, older inhabitants of the countryside 
and younger and more liberal city dwellers (divisions 
even reinforced by the socio-economic differences in 
most and least urbanised areas), which translates in dis-
tinctive voting patterns. The limited alternation allows 
local authorities to maintain power for long periods, 
thus reinforcing people’s trust through a combination 
of mechanisms of name recognition and clientelism. 
Similarly, the widespread practice of contesting as inde-
pendent candidates allows them to break away from the 
negative reputation that politicians often have in Poland. 
In this context, several episodes have suggested the po-
tential for mayors to act as counterpowers, mobilising 
opposition forces: examples include Rafał Trzaskowski’s 
presidential campaign, or Robert Biedroń’s (former 
mayor of Słupsk) co-leadership of the political alliance 
called The Left. The recent attempts by the central go-
vernment to increase control on local administration 
therefore risk further suppressing the possibility to ex-
press dissent. On the other hand, the deep divisions 
between cities and countryside would need to be le-
velled, beginning with socio-economic development, to 
at least partially curb the huge polarisation threatening 
the Polish public sphere.  
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After having examined the sharp differences in institu-
tional trust at different levels and in different countries, 
we could wonder about what factors determine such va-
riation. It is possible to retrace two main perspectives in 
the academic literature addressing confidence in the ins-
titutions and its determinants (Džunić et al. 2020). The 
first one revolves around cultural factors, linking trust to 
values, beliefs and cultural norms which can be shared 
and absorbed through socialization processes (Almond 
& Verba 1963, Putnam et al. 1993). In this sense, trust is 
considered exogenous to the political realm, rooted in 
micro-level factors influencing individual experiences. It 
is only built in the long term, and can be modified by 
slow generational changes. The opposite approach relies 
instead on an institutional perspective, considering trust 
as politically endogenous, depending on policy outputs 
and perceived institutional performance (Easton 1965, 
Mishler & Rose 2001, 2005). It would therefore be sub-
ject to more immediate modifications, since trust levels 
are influenced in the short-term by rational and pragma-
tic considerations. 

The main factor behind confidence in institutions is gene-
rally identified in interpersonal or generalized trust, 
namely the propensity to trust other people (Kaasa & 
Andriani, 2021). The evidence provided by scholarship 
of the positive effect of generalized trust on political trust 
is indeed quite striking (Newton 2001, Lühiste 2006, 
Rothstein & Stolle 2008, Freitag & Bühlmann 2009, 
Hakhverdian and Mayne 2012). In fact, this type of social 
trust can encourage cooperation among citizens, crea-
ting a spirit of civil engagement, which in turn helps 
building institutional trust (Guiso et al. 2004, Putnam 
1993). Indeed, people more actively engaged in commu-
nity life seem to present higher trust in political institu-
tions (Fitzgerald & Wolak 2014). On the other hand, ins-
titutional trust could also be influenced by the extent to 
which citizens are involved in the decision-making pro-
cess. Fitzgerald and Wolak (2014) find for instance that if 
people feel that their voice is heard by the government, 

they tend to trust it more. 

This is also connected to more specific institutional 
arrangements and the distribution of power within a 
country. For instance, federalism could provide more 
opportunities for citizens to give their input and actively 
participate in decision-making. According to Ligthart & 
Oudheusden (2015), fiscal decentralization also has a 
positive impact on trust in the national government (al-
though not in other public institutions). The assumption 
is that when sub-national governments enjoy more fiscal 
autonomy, they can better tailor their policy-making on 
local necessities, possibly increasing the effectiveness of 
their measures. Moreover, smaller constituencies allow 
governments greater flexibility in the design and imple-
mentation of policy programmes, resulting in more in-
clusive and more responsive — an idea which is also em-
bedded in the principle of subsidiarity, a fundamental 
tenet of EU governance. 

Accordingly, the increased responsiveness capabilities of 
the government to citizens’ preferences should have a 
positive influence on people’s trust. This could be firstly 
related to a matter of scales: trust is related to the size 
of a community, as it was proved that people residing in 
small towns trust local authorities more than dwellers of 
large cities (Denters 2002, Fitzgerald & Wolak 2014). This 
phenomenon can also be regarded as a statistical effect: 
it is more likely to find agreement in smaller communi-
ties, whose inhabitants are exposed to similar contex-
tual factors. Secondly, proximity makes institutional 
outputs more easily observable, strongly contributing to 
determining citizens’ quality of life (Džunić et al. 2020, 
Arrighi et al., 2021). Overall, levels of government that 
are closer to their citizens are also deemed more res-
ponsive to their needs and more able to provide services 
(Oates 1999). Although we could expect an inverse rela-
tion between the amount of powers and responsibilities 
belonging to a level of government and the trust it pro-
duces, this is not necessarily the case, since the output of 
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local governance is highly valued in the considerations 
of institutional trust.

Moreover, the proximity of some institutions can faci-
litate sentiments of attachment and identification. It 
is generally held that people who feel excluded from 
society (or don’t feel an identification with the central 
state) will consequently feel less attached to the broa-
der political community, thus also trusting institutions 
less. Such psychological considerations, focusing on in-
dividual attitudes, can also be traced back to the broa-
der cultural perspective. Other types of cultural factors 
have also been studied as determinants of confidence 
in political institutions. Among them, a more markedly 
individualist (or federalist) rather than collectivist (or 
Jacobin) attitude and personal predispositions towards 
uncertainty avoidance (since trust entails some degree 
of predictability in the behavior of people or political ins-
titutions, cf. Rose-Ackerman 2001) seem to have negative 
effects on trust.

The quality of democracy and its institutions is also 
widely considered a determinant of public trust, al-
though often articulated in different aspects. In general, 
it has been shown that stable and durable democracies 
show higher trust in political institutions than in more 
unstable or more recently established ones (Inglehart 
1997, Torney-Purta et al., 2004). But most analyses be-
longing to the institutional perspective rely on indicators 
of institutional performance, either as individual per-
ceptions (Lühiste 2006, Berg & Hjerm 2010) or broader 
good governance indicators (Newton & Zmerli 2011). 
Both seem to have a positive influence on institutional 
trust. Similarly, Camussi and Mancini (2019) showed that 
the quality of local institutions is positively correlated 
with the level of trust in the local government, while 
Muñoz et al. (2011) include satisfaction with public ser-
vices among their predictors. Overall, we can expect 
that personal satisfaction with democracy increases 
institutional trust (Torney-Purta et al. 2004). The same is 
true for perceptions of corruption (Mishler & Rose 2001, 
2005, Anderson & Tverdova 2003, Muñoz et al. 2011) 
and, more in general, people’s normative expectations 
of honesty and incorruptibility: Grönlund & Setälä (2012) 
show that citizens’ perception of the honesty of officials 
increases institutional trust, although policy output re-
mains the main predictor thereof.

Among other institutional determinants of public trust 
widely employed in the literature, there are evaluations 
of the economic performance of the country. For ins-
tance, Džunić et al. (2020) show that both present and 
retrospective assessments of the state of the economy in-
fluence people’s institutional trust. Fitzgerald and Wolak 
(2014) also include a measure of prospective economic 
performance at the country level, assuming that more 

optimistic respondents are also more trusting of their 
national government. Employment status is also often 
used as a proxy to measure individual perceptions of the 
functioning of the economic system, although these mi-
cro-level factors have been proved to have smaller effects 
on institutional trust than other macro-level indicators, 
such as GDP growth and unemployment rates (Drakos 
et al. 2019, Džunić et al. 2020). Indeed, Fitzgerald and 
Wolak (2014) report that the connection between a 
strong economy or the implementation of desirable po-
licies with governmental trust has been widely demons-
trated (Miller & Listhaug 1998). 

If evaluations of economic performance can be inter-
preted as indirect perceptions of the support for the 
national government, the impact of this last factor is 
slightly more complex. Perhaps unsurprisingly, in fact, 
Muñoz et al. (2011) show that citizens showing higher 
levels of trust in their national parliament also tend to 
trust European institutions more. Conversely, however, 
people living in countries where national institutions are 
generally more trusted are actually less trusting in the 
European Parliament. This might be explained by the 
fact that extremely effective and appreciated national 
institutions set higher standards for the evaluation of EU 
institutions, too. 

More recently, the outbreak of the Covid-19 pande-
mic has urged governments to take drastic measures to 
tackle collective risks. Despite the strictness of the provi-
sions, these were often perceived by the population as a 
“necessary evil,” transforming the handling of the emer-
gency into a proof of effectiveness by the government. 
It can thus be regarded as a crucial test of the determi-
nants in institutional trust pinpointed by the literature. 
Early studies have shown that increasing infection nu-
mbers positively affected people's level of political trust 
(Devine et al. 2020). According to Schraff (2020, using 
data from the Netherlands) it was collective anxiety that 
pushed people closer to public institutions rather than 
the effectiveness of measures taken. This is connected 
to the already mentioned need to feel protected and to 
decrease uncertainty — two important psychological 
effects. 

The institutional determinants are not negligible, 
though. As Goldfinch et al. (2021) argue, trust in govern-
ment has increased during the pandemic in Australia 
and New Zealand, being strongly connected to the per-
ceived effectiveness of the measures and the general 
trust in health care scientists. In Sweden, which largely 
relied on citizens’ self-responsibility to comply with 
measures, Esaiasson et al. (2020) found that the orga-
nization, perceived fairness and communication clarity 
of the government increased the overall level of public 
trust. A comparative analysis of 15 Western European 
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countries further confirmed that lockdown measures in-
crease vote intentions for the incumbent party, trust in 
government and satisfaction with democracy (Bol et al. 

2021) — all elements linked to retrospective evaluations 
of performance.
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In the first part of this note, we suggested a list of po-
tential factors to explain the trust gap between national, 
regional/local and European institutions.  The modelling 
presented in this section aims to test the effect of these 
different factors using data provided by the European 
Commission's Eurobarometer, which provides a large 
number of indicators on public opinion in the Union and 
its surrounding area on a biannual basis. 
 
Here we use data compiled from waves 86 to 95 of the 
Eurobarometer as well as sociodemographic controls for 
each of the 27 EU member states and the UK. This choice 
of a three-year dataset allows us to control for the effects 
of the Covid-19 pandemic on trust in the different insti-
tutional levels.

The variables used are as follows:
• Trust in the different levels of government is mea-

sured by the percentage of respondents who say 
they “mostly trust” the “regional or local public au-
thorities,” national governments and parliaments, 
and the European Union. At the national level, the 
only level where a difference between parliament 
and executive is possible, the indicator considered 
is the average of the answers “mostly trust” in res-
ponse to the questions concerning the parliament 
and the government of the country concerned.

• To measure the effect of political culture, we take 
into consideration the proportion of respondents 
reporting “frequent” discussion of local, national, 
and European political topics, the proportion of 
respondents indicating a “strong or moderate” in-
terest in politics, and the proportion of respondents 

1 —  Dummy variable with value 1 for Germany, Austria and Belgium (the only federal states), 0.5 for Italy and Spain (which have a high level of subsidiarity) 
and 0 for all other states.

2 — Dummy variable with value of 1 for Eurobarometers 93-95 and 0 for the others.

expressing an attachment to their “city or town,” 
their member state, or the European Union.

• To measure the proximity of public action (concer-
ning the regional-national gap only), we consider 
average population per region and per municipality 
as well as population density.

• To measure the political system's effect, we consi-
der The Economist's Democracy Index for the year 
in question, the Regional Authority Index 2018 mea-
suring the level of regional power, federalism,1 and 
the level of party support in the national govern-
ment according to Politico.eu's Poll of Polls.

• Finally, to measure the effects of political and econo-
mic conditions and state performance, we consider 
the proportion of respondents reporting a “good” 
or “very good” perception of their member state's 
general situation, the economic situation of their 
member state and the EU, the national situation of 
the labor market, the quality of public services and 
satisfaction with European democracy (concerning 
the European-national gap only).

• In each model, we control for the effects of educa-
tion level (measured by the percentage of the popu-
lation with a college degree), current quarter GDP 
per capita, median age, net migration rate, and the 
Covid-19 pandemic.2

 
The data set provided by Eurobarometer, which is quite 
comprehensive, has two main limitations for the purpo-
ses of this study, which should be noted here. First, it 
does not allow clear differentiation between the regional 
and the local levels. The following analysis should the-
refore be read as comparing trust in local and regional 

Explaining the Trust Gap: 
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institutions in a broad sense on the one hand, and trust 
in national institutions on the other. Secondly, it does 
not include any measure of interpersonal trust. The lat-
ter measure, which we know is important, should there-
fore be considered in a later study.
 
We will first consider the trust gap between regional/local 
and national institutions and then move on to the trust 
gap between national and European institutions. In both 
cases, a series of multivariate least-square regressions  
are used to assess the effects of different parameters.
 
Trust gap between regional and national levels
 
The variable that we are trying to explain here is the 
trust gap between local and regional institutions on 
the one hand, and national institutions on the other. 
As previously mentioned, this gap is positive in each of 
the States considered: local and regional institutions are 
more trusted than national institutions. A decrease in 
this gap therefore means that the regional level is less 
favored than the national level, while an increase in this 
gap indicates improved trust in the regional level com-
pared to the national level.
 
Our modeling consists of five models. The first four, 
which are thematic, attempt to identify the most signifi-
cant factors in the four previously mentioned categories. 
The fifth, which is more detailed, combines the various 
significant variables from the previous models. The R2 
of each model (measuring the proportion of the dataset' 
variance explained by the model) is between 0.80 and 
0.88. Our fifth model, which aggregates the previous 
models, is the most significant and explains 88% of the 
variance.
 
The first model tests attachment and interest in politics.  
It can be seen that a strong general interest in politics has 
a significant positive effect on the trust gap at the 10% 
threshold: the gap in trust between those who declare a 
strong interest in politics and those who declare a strong 
interest in politics is greater at the national level than at 
the local level. Surprisingly, the gap between attachment 
to one's city or town and attachment to one's member 
state has a negative effect, in this first model, on the trust 
gap for regions. However, this effect becomes positive 
again at the 5% threshold in the summary Model 5.

Geographic factors such as national population density 
and average population per region and per municipality 
have the effect suggested by the proximity argument 
above: both the population density and the average po-
pulation per municipality decrease relative trust in local 
and regional institutions (although average population 
per region has no effect).

Three of the four institutional and political factors tested 
in Model 3 have a significant effect at the 1% level. As ex-
pected, the effect of support for national governments 
on the trust gap is negative: greater popularity of the na-
tional executive reduces the trust gap between the two 
institutional levels. The effect of the decentralization 
index (RAI) on the gap is also positive: states in which 
local governments have the most powers are also those 
in which they are the most trusted. Finally, democracy 
correlates negatively with the trust gap, with better de-
mocratic quality causing the gap to narrow.

The perception of the national political situation, tested 
in Model 4, has a significant impact on the trust gap. A 
good situation in the labor market has a positive effect 
on the trust gap at the 1% level. Similarly, the more po-
sitively the population perceives the public services in 
their country, the more the difference in trust between 
regional and national institutions tends to increase. 
Conversely, the more positively the general economic 
situation of the state is judged, the smaller the gap. A 
well-functioning labor market and public services seem 
to be credited to regional institutions, while the overall 
economic performance of the state reinforces the rela-
tive trust in national governments.

The summary model (Model 5) confirms the significance 
of all the variables, with no change in sign, except for the 
relative attachment from Model 1.
 
Among the socio-demographic controls, education, 
employment, and GDP per capita all positively affect 
the gap at the 1% (education and employment) and 
10% (GDP) thresholds: relative trust in local and regio-
nal institutions increases with education and economic 
performance.

Broadly speaking, the typical profile of a state with a 
large trust gap between regional/local and national au-
thorities is as follows: the local level is structured around 
smaller areas, has more levers of action and is the ob-
ject of strong emotional investment; the labour market 
and public services are considered to be performing 
well, while the economic situation at the national level is 
judged more severely; finally, the national government is 
relatively unpopular and the democracy index is not as 
good as the Union average.
 
Trust gap between the European and national levels
 
To understand the reasons for the trust gap between 
national and European institutions, we will again rely 
on four thematic models and a summary model. The 
R2 of these models is slightly lower, between 0.72 and 
0.90, with a refined model explaining 92% of the va-
riance. This time, the sign of the difference varies across 
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countries: a positive difference indicates greater trust in 
the European Union than in the member states, while a 
negative difference indicates greater trust in the member 
states.

The first model tests territorial attachment and interest 
in politics. We observe that the effect of the attachment 
gap between the European Union and member states is 
not significant at the 10% threshold, while a strong inte-
rest in politics is correlated with a stronger trust in natio-
nal institutions. A relatively more frequent discussion of 
European issues tends to be associated with less trust in 
the EU in Model 1 (at the 5% level), but this trend is not 
confirmed in the aggregate model. Finally, as expected, 
the gap in perceived democratic quality has a positive 
effect on the trust gap between the two scales, significant 
at the 1% level.

The second model assesses the effect of the perception 
of the economic situation on the trust gap. One percen-
tage point in change in the assessment of the relative 
economic performance of the EU and the member state 
translates into a 0.63 point gain in relative trust for the 
EU, which is reduced to 0.16 points in Model 5.

In Model 3, which assesses the influence of institutio-
nal and political factors, support for the current natio-
nal government is significant at the 1% level, with the 
same negative effect as in the case of the gap with the 
regional/local level: if the population's support for the 
national government increases, all other things being 
equal, the difference in trust evolves to the detriment of 
the European Union. The regionalization index is signifi-
cant at the 5% level, and has the effect of increasing the 
trust gap in favor of the EU. Finally, the democracy index 
has an ambiguous effect on the trust gap: from negative 
in Model 3, it becomes positive in Model 5, suggesting 
an interaction with other variables that remains to be 
clarified. 
 
Factors related to the national situation are tested in 
Model 4. We observe that the economic situation of the 
country and the quality of public services have a nega-
tive effect on the gap (the member state is then trusted 
more), while the situation on the labor market has a si-
gnificant positive effect, all three at the 1% level. Only the 
perception of the labor market remains significant, with 
a positive effect, in Model 5, which also includes other 
variables quantifying economic performance.

The summary model considers the interest in politics, 
the perceived relative economic situation of the EU and 
the member state, relative satisfaction with European 
and national democracy, the democracy index, support 
for the national government, the regionalization index, 
and the perception of the dynamism of the national 

labor market.
 
Among the control variables, GDP (an increase in which 
favours member states) and the onset of the Covid-19 
pandemic (favouring the Union) are significant at the 1% 
level, while the level of inequality and education (favou-
ring the Union) and the level of employment (favouring 
member states) are weaker, at the 5 and 10% levels.
 
The typical profile of a Member State in which the 
European Union enjoys a significant surplus of confi-
dence compared to national institutions is therefore as 
follows: limited interest in politics and low support for 
the national government in place; economic and demo-
cratic situation judged to be better in the Union than at 
national level; rather dynamic labour market. 

Trust in European, regional, and local institutions: 
similar determinants and different effects 
 
Having separately analyzed the influence of the different 
explanatory factors on the trust gap between regional/
local and national institutions on the one hand, and 
European and national institutions on the other, we can 
now proceed with a comparison of the results.
 
Certain factors favor both trust in the Union and trust in 
regional and local institutions to the detriment of natio-
nal institutions. This is the case with an economic situa-
tion which is perceived as bad, an unpopular national 
government, a lower level of national democracy, a good 
labor market situation, or a higher level of education. 
While the significance of the first three factors can be ex-
plained in a natural way by their negative effect on trust 
in a national government, the fourth requires a specific 
explanation for each of the two levels of government: for 
example, it can be argued that greater satisfaction with 
the labor market can both promote a positive perception 
of territories (as providers of jobs) and also Europe (as a 
common market and an area of economic normativity).

Conversely, a strong interest in politics and weak de-
centralization are correlated with greater confidence in 
the national level than in the regional and European le-
vels. The least politicized states and those in which the 
regional level has extensive powers would develop, in 
line with a practice of public action that can be analyzed 
as more multi-level and functional, a stronger relative 
confidence in non-national powers.

The relative attachment to the town or village, smaller 
municipalities, a less dense territory and more efficient 
public services favor the local and regional levels to the 
detriment of the member states. These emotional and 
concrete determinants of trust in the local levels  contrast 
with abstract and macroscopic criteria that determine a 
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higher relative trust in the Union: greater dynamism of 
the European economy, relatively positive perception of 
the quality of democracy in the Union. The EU is seen 
above all as a framework and an area of potentialities.

Overall, the higher level of trust in the local level rela-
tive to the national level correlates more with concrete 
situations (public services, attachment to the city), while 
support for the Union is the result of more diffuse or abs-
tract perceptions (democracy, economy). A favorable ge-
neral or economic situation at the national level benefits 
this level compared to the other two, just as a low level 
of support for the government tends to lead to a shift in 
trust towards the authorities at the other levels.

As the previously mentioned difference in explanatory 
factors shows, regional and local institutions on the one 
hand and European institutions on the other have their 
own trust dynamics. Regional and local institutions tend 
to be trusted on the basis of concrete experiences, while 
the European Union, when it does stand out, is usual-
ly perceived as a means of institutional and political 
progress. When faced with a national government that 
is unpopular or perceived as underperforming, these 
two levels can, despite their very different dynamics, si-
multaneously benefit from a significant surplus of trust. 
Conversely, the performance of member states and the 
popularity of the government — as well as the recent pan-
demic — lead to a gain in trust at the national level.
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Figure  12: Estimated parameters of the two sets of quantitative models
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Citizens' relationship to political institutions is necessa-
rily dependent on history, culture, and territorial orga-
nization, which are often specific to a national context. 
This is true of French centralization and the powerful 
role of the President of the Republic; of Italian regiona-
lism and its historical tensions between the desire for 
independence and greater participation in the State; of 
German federalism and the constitutional autonomy of 
the Länder; and of present-day Poland, which is dee-
ply divided along rural and urban lines and marked by 
strong local clientelism. These four examples illustrate 
the diversity of political visions in Europe and the dif-
ficulty of making comparisons or correlating develop-
ments. Moreover, the notion of trust is inseparable from 
a personal, almost emotional, link with one or more po-
litical entities at various levels: important questions of 
identity, representations of politics, and understandings 
of democracy are at stake.

But since Europe's motto urges unity in diversity, 
this observation is probably only a starting point for a 
European-wide analysis. The wide variety of national po-
litical systems should not overshadow a common socio-
political framework: the rule of law, democratic regimes, 
a balance of decision-making at different levels (local, 
regional, national, European), the separation of powers, 
etc., characterize most EU member states. European 
citizens are indeed moving in a common, if not similar, 
political framework, especially in comparison with the 
rest of the world — The Economist therefore invited us 
in August 2019 to take a step back to better understand 
Europe (The Economist, 2019). And yet, among the Old 
Continent's democracies, there is a growing sense of 
doubt. Trust in political institutions has rarely been so 
low and mistrust seems to be gaining ground in most EU 
countries, albeit through different mechanisms.

This study has highlighted several factors that can ex-
plain not only the distancing from the national level, 
but also the varying levels of trust between the regional, 

national, and European levels. Its point of departure is 
the “crisis of mistrust” revealed by various opinion polls, 
the results of which describe common and persistent dif-
ficulties. Europeans almost always favor local ties over 
wider national or regional power; Bruno Cautrès men-
tioned in the previously cited interview a notion of trust 
perceived as an investment waiting for visible returns. In 
a broader sense, mistrust of national institutions could 
be linked to the perception that States have been left 
behind by globalization, and that they are at once too 
removed to know the real problems of the population, 
but also too close to have any real influence on the world 
stage in the face of major powers.

The health crisis may have altered attitudes about the 
role of national-states and the coordination of national 
institutions, as well as about the place of Europe in the 
development of European societies, but the issue of trust 
remains unresolved. The protest movements, and parti-
cularly the “anti-elite” populist movements that attack 
the supposed weakness of democratic institutions, are 
a troubling sign of a general European unease concer-
ning political structures, legitimacy, and the subsidiarity 
of powers. What is the role of States within the EU, and 
what is the role of States and the EU within the globalized 
economy? Faced with geopolitical concerns on a global 
scale, which are often perceived as being out of touch 
with the reality on the ground, what place should be gi-
ven to local authorities and how can citizens’ concerns 
be given a voice in everyday life? These questions have 
been affecting European societies for several years and 
cannot be ignored.

The results of this study offer several possible interpre-
tations. Both the regional and the European levels seem 
to function partly through the spillover of trust in the 
national government: an unfavorable economic situa-
tion or political errors at the national level increase the 
credit of regional authorities or of Europe, which are two 
alternative levels of decision-making. But there are also 
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inherent dynamics: trust in local institutions is main-
ly driven by concrete, more immediate issues that are 
directly felt by the citizen such as the quality of public 
services or attachment to local communities In contrast, 
Europe's advantage over national frameworks is based 
on more theoretical issues and broader considerations: 
the weakening of democracy or defending citizens' 
rights against globalized economic actors. Nevertheless, 
national governments remain the dominant actors du-
ring crises, as the Covid-19 pandemic tragically showed.

Somewhat surprisingly, our statistical model does not 
consider the size of regions, the median age of the po-
pulation, or the attachment to Europe to be significant, 
and population density is only weakly significant. The 
relationship to the different levels of government the-
refore has a significant dimension of political culture, 
common representations, and expectations that are not 
specific to a social group or to the proximity of each de-
cision-making level — for example, the NOTRe law adop-
ted in France in 2015 did not have any influence on trust 
in the regions1, even though they have doubled in size. 
The importance of projections and myths cannot be ove-
remphasized: these form the basis of the image of the 
different levels and explain their particular dynamics in 
opinion polls. It should also be noted that the degree of 
centralization influences both confidence in the regional 
level and confidence in the EU, with citizens of a decen-
tralized state favoring both the regional and European 
levels more than the European average.

These findings on the three levels of decision-making in 
question paint an interesting picture of European socie-
ties. While the national level remains dominant, espe-
cially in times of crisis, the European and local/regional 
levels appear as real alternatives, with their own specific 
strengths. The fundamental question therefore seems to 
be, once again, that of a fair and true subsidiarity: both 

1 — CEVIPOF "Baromètre de la confiance politique" surveys from December 2014 (wave 6), December 2015 (wave 7), and December 2016 (wave 8).

trust and mistrust could reflect the desire for a new ba-
lance in the way European societies function.

This subsidarity is not just a political slogan, but also a 
democratic necessity. The differences in trust in different 
levels of government reveal the unequal democratic legi-
timacy enjoyed by regional, national and European ins-
titutions in various fields of public action. The European 
Union is valued for its ability to provide a framework 
that guarantees high institutional and economic stan-
dards; local and regional governments are trusted more 
on concrete issues (public services, employment) or in 
areas that leave most room for public participation. This 
functional distribution, suggested by opinion surveys as 
well as by the four case studies we have considered, de-
serves to be taken into account more systematically in 
national and European political discussions.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the deficit of 
trust that characterizes the national level against the lo-
cal/regional levels throughout the EU cannot be ignored. 
This deficit of trust, as we have suggested, implies ipso 
facto a deficit of democratic legitimacy, which cannot be 
overcome without a fair rebalancing of the competences 
of the various institutional levels. As the post-Covid wor-
ld opens up, the revitalization of democracy in Europe 
(i.e. municipal, regional, national and European demo-
cracy) cannot avoid this question. This work has tried 
to present possible answers, based on a pragmatic and 
democratic approach: rather than “consent factories” at 
the present levels of government, institutional reforms 
should be the means of rebalancing powers between 
these levels and of designing future political systems, ta-
king into account the confidence of citizens in the diffe-
rent levels of government. Genuine democratic reform 
cannot simply generate trust; it must take it as its starting 
point.
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