
 

 52 

Trust, Confidence and Social capital in the democratization process of Eastern 
Countries 
 
Vincenzo Memoli 
   Vincenzo Memoli is an MA student in Political Science and International Relations at 
the University of Molise, Italy  
 
ABSTRACT: Current theories on the Eastern European Countries support the idea that 
the governments produce democracy (Choen, 1997, Levi, 1998, 1999; Offe, 1999, 
Rothnstein, 2001). While some authors show a failure to find correlation between ag-
gregate measures of social capital and democratization level (Dowley, Silver, 2001), 
others give evidence that distrust for politician or parties is a peculiarity of many eastern 
countries (Schmitter, 1994). 
Using the European and World Values Studies (1995-1997) and considering six Eastern 
countries (Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Slovenia), we analyzed, with 
a model of structural equation, the impact of social trust, social capital, democracy sup-
port, and other socio-demographic variables on the level of democratization (Free 
House, 1997). 
The results, on the aggregate level, show that:  
i) trust can produce democracy support (Inglehart, 1999) and democracy (Uslaner, 

2002) but not the contrary as Levi and other scholars claim;  
ii) social capital, although registered at low levels, has an acceptable relationship both 

to democracy support and to democratic level;  
iii) the scarce democracy support (confidence in public institutions) has a negative im-

pact on the democratic level.  
 
The new democracy and democratization 
Since the fall of the Berlin Wall, many 
non-democratic regimes have undergone a 
transition to democracy, that in the East 
Europe we can image as a “domino ef-
fect” or, talking about out the metaphor, 
“effect of diffusion” (Starr, 1991). 
The nature of this process is surely am-
bivalent if we consider two aspects: on 
one hand, the political trust is determined 
by specific transitional processes and 
conditions in each particular country; on 
the other hand, taking into account the 
fast information exchange, we cannot ig-
nore the influence of socio-political 
changes in Western countries on the East-
ern states, defined as new democracies 
because they don’t have democratic tradi-
tions. 
In this sense, we need to include the pos-
sibility that certain disillusionment with 
representative democracy, which can be 

seen in Western countries, may also cre-
ate more scepticism and criticism in post-
Communist countries with respect to de-
mocracy and its institutions. 
The metaphor of the domino effect is well 
fitting if we think that from August to De-
cember 1989, six countries changed re-
gime: the breakdown of non-democratic 
communist regimes, which started in Po-
land (August 1989) and continued in the 
other countries, has inspired many authors 
to invoke the “diffusion effect” in their 
research (Huntington, 1990; Lipset, 1994; 
Linz Stepan, 1996). 
The literature on democratic transitions 
has focused on political processes and 
choice of actor to explain regime changes, 
thereby failing to investigate whether 
structural factors affect the recent rise of 
transitions to democracy (Rustow, 1970; 
O’Donnel, Schmitter, 1986; Di Palma, 
1990; Przeworski, 1991; Mainwairing et 
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al. 1992). And it has synthesized the col-
lapse of state socialism largely as a reac-
tion to the interaction of two specific fac-
tors: economic decline and the interna-
tional consequences of the Gorbachev re-
forms (Bunce, 1984).  
Many studies of the new democracies that 
have emerged over the past two decade 
have emphasized the importance of a 
strong and active civil society to the con-
solidation of democracy. Especially with 
regard to the post-communist countries, 
scholars and democratic activists, alike, 
have lamented the absence or obliteration 
of traditions of independent civic en-
gagement and a widespread tendency to-
ward passive reliance on the state. In this 
sense, the advanced Western democracies, 
and above all the United States, have 
typically been taken as models to be emu-
lated (Lundestad, 1998). 
An explanation for the situation typical of 
the post-communist countries is offered 
from the dictatorship theory of missing 
social capital. In fact, many authors agree 
that dictatorships destroy social capital 
(Raiser, 1999; Paldam, Svedsen, 2000). 
The effects are considered to be even 
stronger when comparing a developed 
country to a transition country because in 
the developed country we see an interac-
tion between different individuals from 
different groups. Looking at the history, 
we can say that many of these countries 
have had the possibility to establish a 
civic society for centuries, while the tran-
sition countries come from a completely 
different historical and institutional back-
ground. 
In this study we focus attention on six 
Eastern countries surveyed in the World 
Values Study (1995-1997), specifically: 
Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Po-
land and Slovenia. 
Using the cultural approach, we can move 
from the idea that confidence in institu-
tions, which is an indirect indicator of 
democracy support, is important for de-
mocracy, and that democracy requires a 

civic culture in which citizens manifest 
such basic values as trust. The assumption 
is that societies with low levels of trust 
are poorly suited to the establishment of 
democratic institutions (Putnam, 1993).  
Many scholars have postulated that rising 
living standards and increasing levels of 
education facilitate democratization (Lip-
set, 1960; Lipset and Scheneider, 1983; 
Linz, 1988; Weatherford, 1989). 
Yet, others assert that democratic tradi-
tions can be created in societies with a 
high degree of mutual trust and interest in 
politics (Almond and Verba, 1963; 
Easton, 1965, 1975; Wildavsky, 1987; 
Eckestein, 1988; Inglehart, 1990), where 
there is participation in voluntary organi-
zations (Putnam, 1993).  
This paper first verifies, empirically, 
whether the stock of social capital and 
confidence in institutions are different for 
each country. And then this is followed by 
a model of structural equation to under-
stand how social capital, confidence in 
institutions, and some socio-demographic 
variables explain the democratic level of 
the countries (rating - democracy index 
classified by the Freedom House, 1997).  
The principal results show that: 

- trust, confuting the Levi idea, con-
structs democracy and not vice 
versa; 

- social capital contributes both to the 
confidence in public institutions and 
to the democratization process, al-
though the effect is weak; 

- confidence in institutions has an in-
verse relationship with democratic 
level, evidencing the slowness with 
which the democratization process 
proceeds. 

Social Capital and Democracy 
One concept that has received much atten-
tion among social scientists is “social 
capital,” particularly among students of 
countries undergoing democratization.  
Social capital is a concept with high ex-
plicative power: a reliable and valid tool 
through which we can see and explain the 
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reality that envelops the people. Neverthe-
less, few scholars emphasise those as-
pects.  Just as rare are empirical studies 
on this specific aspect, although social 
capital is seen as the cement of society, to 
paraphrase an interesting book by John 
Elster (1999).  
Many kinds of social capital are currently 
recognized (Serageldin, 1996) and many 
definitions have been given. 
On a macro level it is possible to divide 
the concept of social capital into two 
trends. The first one is based on a struc-
tural dimension. It refers to the fundamen-
tal elements of the network such as types 
of ties and connections and the social or-
ganization of the community (Bourdieu, 
1983; Coleman, 1988; Fountain, 1998). 
The second one is based on a dimension 
in which social capital resides and in-
cludes the social norms, trust, shared un-
derstanding and those elements that hold 
people together (Jacobs, 1961; Putnam, 
1993, 2000; Fukuyama, 1999; Cohen & 
Prusak, 2001). 
Particularly interesting is the intersection 
of the theoretical positions by Putnam, 
who says social capital  “refers to features 
of social organization such as trust, norms 
and networks, that can improve the effi-
ciency of society by facilitating coordi-
nated action” (Putnam 1993:167).  
The concept, as many authors claimed, is 
attractive theoretically, as it places so 
much emphasis on the activities of ordi-
nary citizens, after a decade of bringing 
the state back into the centre of compara-
tive political analysis.  
Also Diamond (1997) has articulated in 
several writings that social capital is best 
developed in the organisations of civil so-
ciety that are largely non-political and 
certainly non-partisan. In other words, 
voluntary organizations, especially multi-
ple and cross-cutting group affiliations, 
are seen to be vital to the development of 
democracy (Kornhauser 1960, Lipset 
1960). This idea also underlies earlier dis-
cussions of political cleavage and political 

culture (Almond and Verba 1963). Yet, 
“the proliferation of autonomous associa-
tions and steady increases in the cognitive 
mobilization of the mass have seriously 
undetermined the foundations of authori-
tarian rule” (Shin, 1994:152). In recent 
years, the interest of scholars in the con-
nections between associations and democ-
racy has increased (Fung, 2003). The 
emergent idea is that attendance of asso-
ciations creates opportunities for citizens 
and groups to participate directly in gov-
ernance.  
These are associations that enrol a wide 
range of people of different social back-
grounds and interests. The participation in 
associations, then, appears to be funda-
mental and essential to build social capital 
(Putnam, 1993:173). In a similar way, 
“virtues and viability of a democracy de-
pend on the robustness of its associational 
life” (Warren, 2001: 3). 
But, participation in associations is not 
the only indicator of social capital. In fact, 
there are a number of facets of social 
capital and these are themselves interde-
pendent.  
Another relevant concept is trust which is 
held to be an "essential component of so-
cial capital" because it facilitates the co-
operation necessary for coordination 
within society (Putnam, 1993, p. 170). 
Raiser (1999) argues that “extended trust” 
is fundamental in the transition countries 
in order to permit the evolution of the 
economic system, and we add, of the de-
mocracy.  
Putnam’s social capital thesis has been 
subjected to any number of scholarly re-
sponses, retorts, and replications (Tarrow, 
1997), but the fact remains that this theo-
retical position is lauded by most, al-
though if it’s compared with the other 
forms of capital (financial, human), social 
capital is less tangible, and hence more 
difficult to measure.  
In this analysis we consider trust and as-
sociational life as indicators of social 
capital. 
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Measures of social capital 
Social capital, in its complexity and inde-
terminateness, brings to the mind more a 
nebula than a clean horizon.  Setting aside 
the metaphor, it’s clear that it is necessary 
to deepen the concept in order to opera-
tionalize it.  To do this, we can use the 
data from the World Values Study for the 
year 1995. 
The first concept considered is the trust 
because it plays a central role in modern 
society and its politics. As Simmel (1950: 
326), echoed by other authors (Arrow, 
1972:357; Ostrom, 1990; Putnam 1993, 
1995, 2000; Fukuyama 1995; Warren 
1999) says, ‘trust is one of the most im-
portant synthetic forces within society’. 
In the countries considered on average 
21,6% of the respondents trust other peo-
ple.  
High levels of trust are registered in Bul-
garia, where the percentage of people that 
“trust in the others” is 29,5%, while the 
lowest level of trust appears in Slovenia 
where 14,5% trust others. 
Tab. 1 Trust in the other (% values) 

 Careful Trusted Total (N) 
Bulgaria 70,5 29,5 100,0 (888) 
Estonia 78,5 21,5 100,0 (999) 
Latvia 77,8 22,2 100,0 (1.160)
Lithuania 78,1 21,9 100,0 (981) 
Poland 82,1 17,9 100,0 (1.089)
Slovenia 84,5 14,5 100,0 (991) 
Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 
The low level of “trust in others” con-
firms the problems of democracies in 
transition (Bielasiak 2002; Morlino 1998) 
and demonstrates the long road that east-
ern countries must tread to reach a satisfy-
ing level of democratization. (How do 
these averages compare to Western Euro-
pean states? Are they really different?)   
Besides, considering that the trust is based 
on the similarity of currently salient val-
ues (Earle, Cvetkovick, 1995) we can say 
that the level of trust measured across na-
tions, when considered with the legacy of 
Communism, shows a large effect on cul-

ture, in terms of distrust respect of the 
past. We cannot deepen this aspect in the 
absence of indicators, but we cannot ex-
clude it in terms of effect. In fact, as In-
glehart (1997) says, trust is a key compo-
nent of pro-democratic attitudes that lay 
the foundation for popular constitutions. 
In other words, it is impossible have trust 
whereas the concept of democracy was 
unfamiliar. 
As Toqueville (1968) said, the associative 
network of a country constitutes a specific 
element to create good social capital: in 
associations the citizens learn how to stay 
together, to participate in group experi-
ences and, above all, to work for the 
common good. 
In methodological terms, we have opera-
tionalized the concept of social capital in 
three indicators that represent the stan-
dards indicators of associations (Bellucci, 
2001): 

- the membership rate, which 
measures the quota of people en-
rol at least to one association; 

- the density rate, which measures 
multi-membership; 

- the working membership, which 
is the percentage of people that 
take part actively in associative 
life. 

As expected, membership in voluntary 
associations varies quite considerably 
across countries, but a file rouge cuts 
transversally across all the countries: the 
affiliation to Union and Party. 
The overall average for membership is 
equal to 37,2% of the citizens that in these 
countries being a member of at least one 
association.  The high is 69,9 % in Slove-
nia, and the low is 10,8% in Poland.  
In general, excluding Slovenia, the map of 
affiliation in associations draws that al-
though positive experiences to resist 
communist authority don’t feed an inter-
est for apolitical associations. While the 
Union continues to play a key role in rep-
resenting social interests and mediating 
between the civil and the political, the low 
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levels of party association do register sig-
nificance distrust and a sense of fed up 

with politics and politicians, as the case of 
Poland shows (Ekiert, Kubrik, 1999). 
 

Tab. 2 Membership rate (% values) 
 

Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 

 
Tab. 3 Multimembership rate (% values) 

 1 2 3 4 and more Total(N) 
Bulgaria 77,7 12,6 5,2 4,5 100,0 (269) 
Estonia 67,7 22,2 6,9 3,2 100,0 (436) 
Latvia 63,8 23,7 8,7 3,8 100,0 (549) 
Lithuania 73,8 17,2 4,9 4,1 100,0 (325) 
Poland 96,8 3,2 ,0 ,0 100,0 (124) 
Slovenia 50,7 28,8 12,4 8,1 100,0 (704) 
Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 
 
Tab. 4 Average Multimembership rate 

 Mean Standard Deviation N 
Bulgaria 1,3643 ,77819 269 
Estonia 1,4564 ,76138 436 
Latvia 1,5264 ,80924 549 
Lithuania 1,3908 ,76047 325 
Poland 1,0323 ,17740 124 
Slovenia 1,7784 ,95222 704 
Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 
We think this lack of affiliation to asso-
ciation is more structural than individual 
and is strongly related to the level of de-
mocracy (Paxton, 2002): if the political 
system doesn’t allow them the possibility 
to exist, it is very difficult to expect a high 
number of associations, and consequently, 
of members. Nevertheless, if we exclude 

the Unions and Parties from analysis and 
focus our attention on non-political volun-
tary associations, the Church (6,1%) is the 
voluntary association of greatest appeal, 
which shows that the work of the 
churches in the countries analyzed con-
tinues to bear weight in the process of 
democratization. 

No 
member

Churc
h 

Sport Arts Unions Party Envi-
rom. 

Pro-
fes. 

Char-
ity 

Others Total  
(N) 

Bulgaria 74,9 2,5 2,1 1,4 10,4 3,9 0,4 1,9 1,2 1,4 100,0 
(1.072) 

Estonia 57,3 7,8 6,5 7,1 10,4 1,0 1,4 4,3 1,9 2,4 100,0 
(1.021) 

Latvia 54,3 7,6 4,6 4,5 11,7 1,9 1,2 8,3 1,9 4,2% 100,0 
(1.200) 

Lithua-
nia 

68,7 9,2 3,6 4,4 5,5 2,2 1,3 2,4 1,6 1,2 100,0 
(927) 

Poland 89,2 0,0 0,0 0,0 9,6 1,1 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 100,0 
(1.153) 

Slovenia 30,1 10,8 7,2 3,4 17,8 2,3 1,2 7,1 7,3 12,8 100,0 
(1.007) 
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From the prospective of social capital 
theory, to be a member of an association 
is undoubtedly less relevant than the exis-
tence of an associative network where the 
people are inserted. In fact it is important 
to stay in associative networks, to make 
possible that the norms of social capital 
self-generate (trust and reciprocity; New-
ton, 1998:169-187). Yet, multi-
membership also encourages the muting 
of extreme views favouring various rela-
tionships between civil society and de-
mocracy (Rueschemeyer, et al., 1998). 
The analysis of variance1 shows that in 
the countries analyzed there are signifi-
cance differentiations in terms of multi-
membership: country where the multi-
membership is more consistent is Slove-
nia where the 8,1% of people that are 
members of association attend four or-
more associations (tab. 3), while the Po-
land, as showed before, remain the coun-
try where, probably, the political system 
have even a weight on the effective lift off 
of voluntary associations. The data 
doesn’t explain the dynamics and the cri-
teria by which the people choose associa-
tions, but considering the relationship be-
tween membership and multi-
membership, we can say that more mem-
bership equals more multi-membership, 
especially when the first one registers at a 
high level (fig. 1). 

 
Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 
A necessary condition for development of 
social capital is interaction between the 
members. In fact, if participation is lim-

                                    
1 The F is 19,520, while df’s are 5 

ited to just the inscription, in formal 
terms, then both the activities of the asso-
ciation and the results of inscription itself 
– communication, socializations and so on 
- are weak.  
The most associative activism is regis-
tered in Latvia (9,9%) and Estonia 
(9,3%), while Poland has the lowest per-
centage of associative activism (tab. 5).  
 
Tab. 5 Working membership (% values) 

No mem-
ber 

Passive Active Total (N) 

Bulgaria 74,9 16,9 8,2 100,0 
(1.072) 

Estonia 57,3 33,4 9,3 100,0 
(1.021) 

Latvia 54,3 35,8 9,9 100,0 
(1.200) 

Lithua-
nia 67,8 23,9 8,3 100,0 

(1.009) 
Poland 89,2 8,3 2,5 100,0 

(1.153) 
Slovenia 30,1 54,6 15,3 100,0 

(1.153) 
Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 
The values for activism are relative to the 
total number of members. To understand 
where activism is more evident we need 
to compute another measure: the ratio be-
tween active and passive members.  
In fact, considering this ratio it is possible 
to understand that even where we can 
found high levels of membership or multi-
membership, there is not always signifi-
cance activism inside the association. An 
exemplificative case is Slovenia, where 
the ratio of active to passive members is 
0,28, while Lithuania, the country where 
the associative life is more active, has a 
ratio of 0,35 (tab. 6).  
Tab. 6 Working membership rate (odds 

ratio) 
 
 
 
Source: Our 
analysis on the 
dataset of ICPR 
2790 
 

Bulgaria 0,05 
Estonia 0,28 
Latvia 0,28 
Lithuania 0,35 
Poland 0,30 
Slovenia 0,28 

Fig. 1 Association membership and multy membership

Slovenia

Estonia

Latvia

Lithuania
 Bulgary

Poland
y = 0,0117x + 0,9849

R2 = 0,945

0
0,2
0,4
0,6
0,8

1
1,2
1,4
1,6
1,8

2

0 20 40 60 80
membership (% of populations)

multy membership



 

 58 

Considering this first analysis we can con-
firm the heavy weight that the dictatorship 
has had on social capital, but in the same 
time we can say that the results are com-
fortable especially if we consider: on one 
hand, the period of the study (1995-1997), 
and on the other hand, that these countries 
have reached democracy in the 1990s. 
This is not just a hope, but a certainly, be-
cause the results that Barnes reports in a 
study on the same Eastern countries, 
comparing two specific wave of research 
(1990-1992 and 1998-2001), shows that 
the level of social capital is low just for 
structural and not individual factors. Con-
sidering all the indicators, which is the 
country where social capital is greatest? 
To answer this question we have explored 
the relationship among the indicators of 
social capital using a factor analysis (tab. 7).  
The factor analysis was done twice be-
cause the first time (Tab. 7) the concept of 
trust and the indicators of associative life 
didn’t have a relationship in the Eastern 
countries. For this reason, we will con-
sider them in a differentiated way, be-
cause we cannot forget that trust is a good 
lubricant for corporate efficiency 
The second factor analysis’ results con-
firmed the power explicative of this 
analysis in terms of variance (85,7%) and 
its high validity and reliability with an 
Alpha of Cronbach of,8542. 
 Tab. 7 Factor and reliability analysis of  
social capital 

 
Extraction method: Principal Component analysis                                                                  
transformed with varimax rotations 

Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 
Considering the three indicators as a cu-
mulative index we can see that among the 
countries considered, Slovenia is the 
country that has the most social capital 
(2,845), while Poland (,350) has the least. 
Although the range is very large, we can-
not reject the null hypothesis that the 
countries have different variances (Leven 
Test, sig. ,000). So there are differences 
among the countries in terms of social 
capital (Anova, sig. ,000; tab. 8). But, 
some measures appear very close to solic-
ited to go deep in this relationship. 
Tab. 8 Social capital Index (% values) 

 
Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 

 
After this analysis, one first conclusion is 
the following: 

- the level of trust in others in the East-
ern countries is low; 

- membership varies across the coun-
tries, although the range of variation 
has not been emphasized too much. 
Besides, two specific associations 
(unions and parties) are a peculiarity 
of the countries analyzed. In these 
terms, if we don’t consider these two 
typologies of associations in our 
analysis, the differences in member-
ship rate decrease considerably; 

- it’s not possible to draw a pattern of 
multi-membership, but we can say 
there is a strong linear relationship 

 Fist 
analysis 

Second 
analysis 

Trust ,062  
Membership ,867 ,869 
Multimember-
ship ,970 ,970 

Working asso-
ciation ,934 ,935 

% variance 64,2 85,7 
Alpha of  
Cronbach 

 ,8542 

 
 

Mean Standard 
deviation 

N 

  
Bulgaria ,938 1,70788 1.072 
Estonia 1,583 1,94237 1.021 
Latvia 1,716 1,96298 1.200 
Lithuania 1,162 1,84956 927 
Poland ,350 1,02166 1.153 
Slovenia 2,845 2,11448 1.007 
Total 1,415 1,95043 6.380 
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between membership and multi-
membership; 

- working membership appears far 
from a specific pattern of voluntary 
associations; 

- social capital in Eastern countries is 
created more by associative behav-
iour than trust in others. 

Democracy and Confidence in institutions 
The gap in social capital between Eastern 
and Western Europe can be largely attrib-
uted to economic and institutional differ-
ences (Fidrmuc, Gerxhani, 2004). Put-
nam’s (1993) and Fukuyama (1995) 
analyses of formal institutions have often 
been mentioned as important causes of 
different levels of social capital in devel-
oped countries or within a developed 
country itself (Fukuyama, 1995, Putnam 
et al., 1993). While, the concept of confi-
dence in institutions seems to be very im-
portant if we consider that citizens in 
transition countries seem to have much 
higher esteem for their institutions (Rose, 
Mishler and Haerpfer, 1998). 
Nevertheless, distrust in public institu-
tions is thus one of the most pernicious 
legacies of Communism (Gati, 1996). 
Like Stiglitz (1996) describe, there are 
ways for governments to build trust in 
public institutions by offering dialogue 
and consulting power to members of the 
public over important policy changes.  
From a methodological view, the institu-
tions that give a major explanation about 
the confidence aren’t apparent. 
In fact:  

i) some authors considered just the pub-
lic institutions, for example the par-
liament, the parties, the civil services, 
and so on (Orren, 1997, Dalton, 
1999); 

ii) others scholars used both the public 
and private institutions (for example: 
mass media, trade unions, church, 
and so on; Lipset & Schneider, 
1983). 

In this sense, confidence in institutions is 
measured considering attitudes towards 
the political system (system effect) that 
ensure the legitimacy of democracy (Al-
mond & Verba, 1963), since, one of the 
goals of a new regime is to establish insti-
tutions that are acceptable, in terms of 
confidence, by comparing themselves 
with previous regimes (Rose, 1992). In a 
post-Communist country, most institu-
tions of past regimes remain in place, so 
to compare institutions is determinant to 
understand how and how much confi-
dence people have in the institutions rep-
resentative of democracy (Welsh, 1996).  
Beside confidence in institutions repre-
sents a good measure of democratic sup-
port: if the institutions represent the citi-
zens, the people will have confidence in 
them only if they are deemed trustworthy. 
In this sense, as many scholars recognize, 
it’s important to consider the democracy 
support in the analysis of democracy 
(Korberg, Clark, 1992). 
Considering seven specific public institu-
tions, that the institution in which people 
have more confidence is the armed forces, 
while regard the party and parliament, 
which in the collective imagination repre-
sented the past, the confidence level regis-
ter a percentages equal to 17,1 and 33,2 
(tab. 9).  
 
Tab. 9:  Confidence in institutions (great 
+ quite) 

Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 

 
 

Other studies consulted present the same 
scenario: these values don’t evidence anti-

 Values % 
Armed Force 54,3 
Legal System 41,7 
Police 41,7 
National Government 43,9 
Party 17,1 
Parliament 33,2 
Civil Service 43,1 
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political or anti-government attitudes, but 
just scepticism towards institutions that 
represent democracy (Rose, et al., 1998).  
Bulgaria is the country with the most con-
fidence in the armed force (81,4%), fol-
lowed by Poland (79,5%, tab. 10).  
In Estonia the legal system receives the 
most confidence (61,7%), while in Latvia 
and Lithuania it is the civil service 
(44,1%; 41,0%). Particularly interesting is 
the case of Slovenia, where the confi-
dence level is highest for police. 
So, it is possible to understand the scenery 
in the countries analyzed is not very het-
erogeneity in terms of confidence. But the 
most interesting aspect is the fact that in 
any country the national government, the 
party or the parliament are the institutions 
in which there is the citizens’ greatest 
confidence. If we think that these three 

institutions represent, in Western Europe, 
the concept of democracy, it’s easy to de-
duce that in the countries analyzed the 
scepticism could be a problem for the 
process of democratization. In fact con-
sidering the study of Rose et al. 
(1998:154), which considers some coun-
tries analyzed in this study (Slovenia, Po-
land and Bulgaria), the parliament, the 
national government and the parties are 
the first three public institutions that reg-
istered the highest values of distrust. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Tab. 10: Confidence in public institutions by country (great + quite) 
 

Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 
 

 
The confidence in institutions is also a 
good indicator of democracy support. 
In fact cultural approaches measures 
support indirectly based in the assumption 
that democracy requires a civic culture in 
which citizens manifest such basic values 
as trust. The assumption is that societies 
with low levels of trust are poorly suited 
to the establishment of democratic institu-
tions (Putnam, 1993). 
To obtain a measure of democracy sup-
port we transform the confidence in each 
public institution in an index using the 

factor analysis (Tab. 11), and controlling 
the scale obtained by reliability analysis. 
The factor analysis presents acceptable 
results (chi-square=829,790; df=14), and 
the reliability of the scale is good (Alpha= 
,8280). 

 
Tab. 11: Factor and reliability analysis of 
democracy support 
Armed Force ,566 
Legal System ,652 
Police ,689 
National Government ,805 

 Armed force Legal 
system 

Police National 
Government

Party Parliament Civil 
Service 

Bulgaria 81,4 38,6 51,2 59,9 29,2 45,3 48,0 
Estonia 47,9 61,7 50,9 50,2 23,2 43,8 60,9 
Latvia 30,9 38,3 31,1 38,3 10,3 25,0 44,1 
Lithua-
nia 40,8 22,2 20,8 36,3 14,4 26,5 41,0 

Poland 79,5 52,6 53,2 39,0 12,8 34,5 35,1 
Slovenia 44,7 35,9 47,4 40,6 13,7 24,7 28,9 
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Party ,700 
Parliament ,814 
Civil Service ,697 
% variance 50,1 
Alpha of  Cronbach ,8280 
Extraction method: Principal Component analysis 
transformed with varimax rotations.  
Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 

 
Confidence in institutions, obviously, 
demonstrates a good level of trust by the 
citizens represented: if there is trust on a 
generalized level probably there is confi-
dence in institutions, although the reverse 
doesn’t work well. 
In fact, measuring this relationship with a 
polynomial regression model (fig. 2), the 
trust in others appears to be the predictor 
criteria useful to formulate a judgment on 
the public institutions, and, consequently, 
the base element to increase the level of 
democratization. Democratic societies are 
trusting societies. Societies have higher 
levels of trust in turn have institutions that 
function better. As Rothstein (2001) says: 
“If people believe that the institutions that 
are responsible for handling ‘treacherous’ 
behaviour act in fair, just and effective 
manners, and if they also believe that 
other people think the same of these insti-
tutions, then they will also trust other 
people.”  
In this sense if we withheld trust in people 
until we had confidence that they were in 
fact trustworthy, then government might 
be able to generate faith in others because 
confidence in government is contingent 
upon our evaluations of how well our 
leaders have done their jobs (Fenno, 
1978; Bianco; 1994). 

 

Fig. 2 Trust in the others and confidence in public 
institutions 
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Source: Our analysis on the dataset of ICPR 2790 

 
Democratization, social capital and con-
fidence in institutions: an explicative 
model 
The measure of democratization level 
across the countries considered in this 
work is that of Freedom House (1997), 
which represents a synthesis of cultural 
differences, diverse national interests, and 
varying levels of economic development 
(laws, political, and economic factors and 
actual violations, or repressive actions).  
The rating is structured on a continuum 
that represents the hierarchical list of the 
countries, from the first, which have 
lower scores and represent the highest 
level of democracy, to the last with high 
scores and the lowest level of democracy. 
In this analysis we apply a structural 
equation model, reading the standardize 
values, that consent to understand the 
weight of each variables on the democ-
racy level as well as the importance of the 
same aspects. We consider the variables 
as indicated and we analyze some socio-
demographic aspects (age and education), 
in order to give an answer to some ques-
tions that were generated during the re-
daction of this paper.  
The first one is: what is the relationship 
between trust and democracy?  
Many authors support the idea that gov-
ernments produce democracy (Choen, 
1997, Levi, 1998, 1999; Offe, 1999) as-
suming that democracy is explicative of 
the trust.  
We disagree with this causal relationship 
because the democracy cannot produce 
trust, but vice versa.  Trust can produce 
confidence in the governments. Inghleart 
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(1999) and Uslaner (2002) say that de-
mocracy and trust go together, but there is 
a little evidence that democratization 
leads to greater trust. 
Our analysis confirms this tendency (fig. 
3): the more people trust in others, the 
greater the increase in the level of democ-
ratization (B=,15). But when we consider 
the inverse relationship, the value is nega-
tive (B=-,21): evidence that, on one side, 
democratization doesn’t produce trust, 
and on the other side, there is not a con-
ceptual base to support the idea that in-
creasing the democratization decreases 
trust in others. Others studies on the same 
countries come to the same conclusion in 
terms of a direct relationship (Barnes, 
2004).  
In other words, like Uslaner (1999), we 
admit the superiority of social trust over 
participatory behaviour arguing that 
“civic networks may enhance social life, 
but this “social connectedness” … is dis-
tinct from – and secondary to – moral 
values” (Uslaner 1999: 122). 
The trust contributes to explaining social 
capital and confidence in institutions too. 
Regarding confidence in institutions, the 
low value of beta (,01) is explicative of 
low or scarce trust of people towards poli-
ticians. As Earle (1995) said, while the 
social trust is based in the here and now, 
confidence in institutions is based on past 
experience. In this sense, the low but 
positive contribution, in explicative terms, 
of the trust in others on confidence in in-
stitutions, which is an indirect indicator of 
democracy support, is evident that citi-
zens are begging to remove the shadow of 
the past regime (communism) in fiduciary 
terms. 
As explained in the preceding pages, the 
trust doesn’t have a strong connection 
with social capital. In fact, the results of 
factorial analysis suggest keeping it out 
from the social capital index (Tab. 8). 
This doesn’t indicate that trust has no re-
lationship with social capital, but just that 

in the Eastern countries the composition 
of social capital assumes a different form. 
Nevertheless, trust contributes to create 
social capital (beta=,04). 
Regarding the social capital as an exten-
sion of associative life, some authors give 
evidence that it appears oriented towards 
the loyalties and resources of their mem-
bership (Howard, 2003) and also creates a 
living environment independent of the 
public sphere (Geremek 1992).  Social 
capital has a good relationship both with 
the democratic support (confidence in in-
stitutions) and with the democratic level. 
As Verba and Nye say, organizations in-
crease “the potency of the citizenry vis-à-
vis the government in a number of ways. 
Organizations through their paid officials 
speak for their members…. or an individ-
ual can gain access to the government 
through the organization, or organizations 
may have an impact on political life in a 
society through the influence they have on 
the participatory activities of their mem-
bers. Citizens may participate directly be-
cause of their affiliation with an organiza-
tion…. A rich political participant life 
may rest on a rich associational life” 
(1972:175). 
Citizens with a high level of education see 
in the social capital a good medium 
(beta=,05) to participate in the social and 
political life. Along with education 
(beta=,15) having employment is linked 
with the democratic level. (beta=,04). In 
this sense, cultural opening (high level of 
education) and economic stability (occu-
pation) are two good hinge elements to 
increase the democratic level. 
The third aspect is the confidence in pub-
lic institutions.  This indicator, con-
structed using just public institutions, as 
we said before, is an indirect indicator of 
democracy support. In this sense it meas-
ures the (specific) support for democracy 
through the confidence in institutions. 
From this analysis a negative relationship 
emerges between democracy support and 
democratic level. 
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In analysis on the Western countries in 
the last years few years, popular confi-
dence for political institutions appears to 
be declining (Pharr et al., 2000). The 
same situation is registered in the Eastern 
countries where the relationship between 
democracy support and level of democ-
racy is negative (beta=0,8) evidencing 
that democracy support and level of de-
mocracy don’t go hand in hand. 
If we consider on one hand, that the dis-
trust for politicians or parties is a peculi-
arity of many eastern countries (Schmit-
ter, 1994) as our data confirm especially 
towards the party and parliament, and on 
the other hand, that diffuse support (le-
gitimization) and specific support (in this 
case the confidence in institutions) repre-
sent the viability of a political system 
(Easton, 1975), we can understand that 
slow reform may cause disillusionment in 
the citizenry, and often slows the democ-
racy consolidate process (Waldrom More, 
1999). 
Regarding two socio-economic variables, 
education and professional condition, a 
high level of education and job stability 
are good predictors of democracy support, 
as other analysis confirms (Waldrom 
More, 1999), as well as democratic level. 
Conclusions 
In this paper we’ve considered the rela-
tionship between democratic level and 
three specific aspects: trust, social capital 
and democracy support. 
Trust has a direct effect on the democratic 
level but not the contrary, confuting the 

position of many authors, like Levi, and 
others. In fact the direct and indirect ef-
fects, in measurement terms, in our 
model, show the fallacy of the idea that 
democracy can construct trust among citi-
zens. 
The social capital, although it has had 
many critics especially when considered 
in relation to West countries, presents an 
appreciable explicative power both in 
terms of confidence in institutions and 
democratic level. This result confirms its 
importance in the process of democratiza-
tion, and at the same time disconfirms the 
Dowley and Silver’s (2001) analysis, that 
showed a failure to find relation between 
measures of social capital and democrati-
zation in eastern countries. The use of just 
“membership rate” as an indicator of so-
cial capital, as in Dowley and Silver 
(2001), is not sufficiently reliable. In this 
sense, complex measures, as is social 
capital, constructed on just indicators give 
misleading results.  
The negative relationship between confi-
dence in institutions and democratic level 
shows the imbalance between expecta-
tions of the citizens and outcomes re-
ceived. It’s clearly demonstrated by the 
low level of trust that the people have in 
institutions, especially party, parliament 
and legal system. Thus, it is the task of 
public institutions to work hard to create 
consensus among the citizens. 
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Fig. 3 Democratization in Eastern Countries 
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Appendix – Description of Variables used in structural equation model1 

 
Trust in the others (v27) 
Questioning wording: Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be 
trusted or that you can't be too careful in dealing with people? 
The modality of response, after recoded was the following: 0 Can't be too careful - 1 
Most people can be trusted  
 
Age (v216) 
Questioning wording: This means you are __ __ years old. 
 
Education (v217) 
Questioning wording: What is the highest educational level that you have attained? 

 
Employment (v220) 
Questioning wording: Are you employed now or not? *IF YES: About how many hours 
a week? If more than one job: only for the main job. The modality of response, after re-
coded, was the following: 0 Not employed 1 Employed 

 
Cultural approach (v136 v137 v141 v142 v143 v144 v145) 
Questioning wording: I am going to name a number of organizations. For each one, 
could you tell me how much confidence you have in them: is it a great deal of confi-
dence, quite a lot of confidence, not very much confidence or none at all? The modality 
of response, after recoded was the following: 4 a great deal of confidence, 3 quite a lot 
of confidence, 2 not very much 1 confidence or none at all 
 
Social capital index (v28 v29 v30 v31 v32 v33 v34 v35 v36) 
Question wording: Now I am going to read off a list of voluntary organizations; for each 
one, could you tell me whether you are an active member, an inactive member or not a 
member of that type of organization? 
 
Index of democracy 
The rating of Freedom House (1997) is used and recoded in mode that at the maxim 
level it expresses the highest level of democracy. 
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