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INTRODUCTION 

Delhey, Newton and Welzel (DNW 2011) analyze six questions about trust that were added to 

the World Values Survey at the suggestion of Welzel. The general question – reproduced without 

change from all four earlier Waves of the WVS - asks: 

“In general, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you need to be very careful in 

dealing with people?" 

Each of the six specific questions which are new in Wave 5 asks: 

“Do you trust [your family, your neighborhood, people you know personally, people you meet 

for the first time, people of another religion, people of another nationality] completely, 

somewhat, not very much or not at all? 

Answers to these specific questions are on a scale of 1 to 4 with 1 meaning „trust completely‟ 

and 4 meaning „do not trust at all‟.  

DNW are correct in pointing out that “most people” in the general question about trust may 

mean one thing in China but something else in Norway. They therefore propose to take the 

average of the three additional questions that relate to what they label as “in-trust”: trust in 

family, trust in people in one‟s neighborhood and trust in people one knows personally. They 

also average the three remaining questions that ask about “out-trust”: people one meets for the 

first time, people of a different religion and people from a different nationality. They then run 51 

times the same simple linear regression for all respondents in each country, with the general trust 

variable explained by the averages for “in-trust” and “out-trust”. They then subtract the 

coefficient on “in- trust” from the coefficient on “out- trust” and re-size that difference so that 

the countries now range from 0.24 in Thailand where according to this formula people think 



mainly of their in-group when asked about the degree of trust to 0.83 for Switzerland where the 

Swiss are claimed to think much more of random new contacts when they answer the general 

question about trust. 

Here are some problems with DNW‟s approach which motivate our search for a more robust 

alternative: 

1. The dependent variable is dichotomous and that creates not only problems with the least 

squares regression (noted by DNW who still prefer least squares to logistic regression) but 

also means that the dependent variable has much less information content than each of the six 

specific questions which offers a scale with four answers. We will present an alternative 

measure that uses the answers to the general trust question only to classify the respondents 

but not as a variable to be explained. 

2. The explanatory power of the country equations is sometimes very limited. Adjusted R-

squared for Turkey or for Trinidad, for example, is 0.007, for South Africa 0.002 and for 

Rwanda 0.000. Regression coefficients for these countries are imprecise and insignificant, 

damaging the reliability of the ranking of countries which is based on these rickety 

coefficients.  

3. An enormous literature has tried to explain differences in trust between protestant and 

Catholic Europe (see Peyrefitte 1995 for an early analysis of the bad effects of the counter-

reformation). Bjornskov (2006) shows that Protestantism increases trust while post-

communist societies are less trusting than others. Nevertheless, DNW have Catholic Italy, 

Catholic and former communist Slovenia and Poland next to Protestant Switzerland and 

Sweden at the top of their ranking of countries in which trust means “out-trust”. Looking at 

the individual responses and how they correlate, we find that in Switzerland just over half the 



respondents are positive (answers 1 or 2) both on whether they trust people they know and 

also on whether they would trust people they meet for the first time. By contrast, no more 

than 10 percent of the Slovenes are trusting of both people they know and people they meet 

for the first time; two-thirds of them trust people they know, but have no trust in outsiders. 

Our alternative ranking will have Switzerland and all other protestant countries at the top, 

and Slovenia near the other end of the table. 

4. In other cases also, the DNW‟s rank of a country is very much at variance with the summary 

numbers for its citizens. In Malaysia, for example, only 17 percent of those who say they 

trust people they know, also state that they tend to trust people they meet for the first time. 

That strongly suggests that if Malaysians state in general terms that they trust most people, 

they will refer to those they know or those in their neighborhood. In Finland, by contrast, 55 

percent of the Finns who declare that they tend to trust the people they know do extend that 

same trust to those they meet for the first time. Still, in the DNW classification, Finland 

scores a bit more inward-looking than Malaysia. 

We think that DNW‟s regression approach which measures correlations between deviations from 

an average without taking into account the position of these averages is not appropriate when we 

want to connect the general trust question to the six specific questions. DNW do not consider 

these national averages on the different specific questions, but probe for second moments and 

cross-correlations. That leads to an unbelievable ranking of countries. 

We will now proceed to describe our alternative calculation. 

 

METHODOLOGY 



We use a maximum-likelihood algorithm for cluster analysis developed specifically for ordinal 

variables by Magidson and Vermunt (2004).  This approach allows us to optimize the number of 

clusters for each country by looking at the Akaike information criterion (AIC) measure or a 

similar summary of fit, but comparisons between countries become troubled if the number of 

clusters is not uniform. After some experimentation, we opt for two clusters for respondents who 

provide positive response to the general question (cluster 1 and 2)  and another two clusters for 

those who state that you better be careful with people (cluster 3 and 4). We then estimate such a 

four-cluster model for each country where we take the six specific questions as joint indicators. 

The algorithm thus calculates four groups of respondents in such a way that the people in each 

group most closely resemble each other in their responses to the six specific questions. Figures 1-

3 are graphical representations for Sweden and Egypt, the two countries at the extremes in our 

ranking, as well as South-Korea, the country in the middle of the list. In the figures, as in the 

WVS, lower numbers indicate greater trust and all answers have been re-scaled to fit a 0-1 scale 

with 0 meaning the most trusting and 1 meaning the least trusting. We show the estimates for 

Sweden, South Korea and Egypt for the two clusters of people (cluster 3 and 4) with little 

general trust in other people. 

 

RESULTS 

An Alternative Measure of General Trust 

Figure 1 depicts Egypt, where 82 percent of the respondents state that you better be careful 

with people on the general question. The algorithm divides them into two groups. In both cases, 

trust in family is universal, trust in other insiders is widespread, but trust in outsiders is limited in 



cluster 3 and almost absent in cluster 4. If Egyptians say that they tend to be careful with trusting 

people, they must think of outsiders, rather than family or acquaintances. 

 

Figure 1: Egypt 
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Figure 2 is for Korea, where 70 percent of Koreans are negative about trusting people in 

general. For both clusters we see much less difference between the answers for trust in 

acquaintances and trust in strangers, so it is less obvious that careful Koreans think only about 

not wanting to trust strangers. 

Figure 2: Korea 
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The next figure shows the outcomes for Sweden, where only 32 percent of Swedes are of the 

view that you better be careful rather than assuming that most people can be trusted. Those 32 

percent of Swedes do not distinguish much between insiders or outsiders. 



Figure 3: Sweden 
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We can see here – and in graphs for other countries - that even the people who are cautious in 

general do trust their family members. Responses to the other two questions about the in-group, 

asking about neighbors and acquaintances, are quite similar to each other for each cluster of 

respondents, so that we can reasonably average them. We thus prefer to calculate the in-group by 

taking that two-item average rather than DNW‟s three-item average including trust in family 

which is always much stronger than trust in neighbors and acquaintances. 



Our analysis focuses on the respondents who say that in general they want to be careful. 

Obviously, they, like virtually all others, will display more trust of family, neighbors and 

acquaintances than of strangers. We measure the gap for the two clusters representing them 

between the average trust in strangers (3 questions) and average trust in neighbors and 

acquaintances (2 questions) and multiply by the size of the clusters for the same country so that 

we get a single number to indicate the average national gap between in-trust and out-trust. In the 

regressions below we work with the two factors in that multiplication separately: the percentage 

of people who do not trust in general and the average gap for those people between the level of 

in-trust and the level of out-trust. 

We then classify the countries according to the size of the resulting indicator which will be 

higher for countries with a lot of people who are not trusting in general, for countries in which 

trust in strangers is a lot weaker than trust in neighbors and acquaintances, and especially in 

countries where both of these conditions apply. Table 1 shows the DNW index together with our 

alternative measure. The correlation is not very high but still significant (0.03 level) and, of 

course, negative since a high trust radius in DNW means that people think of outsiders when 

answering the general trust question, whereas a high number on our index indicates a country 

where a large majority is not trusting in general and on top of that trusts outsiders even less. Like 

the DNW index, ours improves on the simple ranking of countries according to the percentage of 

people who trust in general (see figure 2 in DNW).For instance, it changes the position of China 

and Vietnam away from the group of protestant countries. General trust is very high in China and 

Vietnam, but DNW and also our index take into account that this high general trust seems to 

relate more to family whereas in the protestant countries trust is more diffuse. 

 



Figure 4: Contrasting Percentage of Trusters and Alternative Measure of Trust 
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There are some relevant differences with Figure 5 in DNW for the same set of countries:
1
 

1. Not only Morocco, but also Islamic Egypt, Turkey and Malaysia now stand out as countries 

with little trust in general and even less trust in outsiders. Majority-Muslim Jordan, Mali and 

Burkina Faso are less extreme. 

2. We no longer have Vietnam, China, Indonesia and Thailand at an extreme level of distrust of 

outsiders. In the East Asian region that is only true for Islamic Malaysia. 

3. Italy is now quite close to Spain and France. Italy, Poland and Slovenia are no longer at an 

extreme in the graph as in DNW. 

 

Trust Across Cultures 

A large body of literature has found that Protestants are more trusting than the Catholics. Lipset 

(1990) and Putnam (1993) argue that Protestant societies exhibit higher level of trust because the 

Protestant church has historically been more egalitarian than the Catholic church. More 

egalitarian societies are more likely to be trusting (Uslaner 2002). DNW, however, have ranked 

Catholic Italy and France higher than Protestant-majority Finland, Norway, Netherlands, Sweden 

and Switzerland. This study finds a distinctive cluster of Protestant countries (i.e., Sweden, 

Norway, Finland and Switzerland) which top the list of our alternative ranking of trust. Catholic 

Italy, France and Spain are now showing lower levels of trust relative to the Protestant societies.  

Religion, however, is not likely the only factor shaping culture values of societies. A 

society‟s culture also reflects its entire historical heritage (Inglehart 2000). Some of the countries 

in this study have experienced one of the most abrupt discontinuities in modern history, the fall 

of communism. Bjornskov (2006) and Traps (2009) find that post-communist societies are less 

trusting than others. DNW, however, have most of the ex-communist countries clustered around 



the trusting extreme of their ranking. Slovenia and Poland are ranked as most trusting nations, 

while other former communist countries such as Russia, Moldova and East Germany are also 

ranked highly by DNW. These former communist countries, on the other hand, do not score well 

in our alternative ranking.  

The finding that Morocco, Egypt, Turkey and Malaysia combine low levels of trust in 

general with distrust in outsiders supports Uslaner‟s (2003) claim that Islamic countries are less 

trusting since they were colonized by Westerners whom tried to convert them to Christians. 

Egypt, the country which tops our list of being the least trusting nation, was occupied by the 

British for more than seventy years, and Malaysia was a colony until 1957.Colonization left a 

clear imprint on the value systems of Muslims who lived under it. By contrast, DNW has ranked 

Muslim-majority Malaysia as being more trusting than most of the Protestant countries, which is  

inconsistent with Uslaner‟s (2003) finding that Protestant societies are more trusting than the 

Muslim ones.  

All four English-speaking countries (Australia, Canada, Great Britain and the United States) 

included in this study are ranked quite close to one another. This result supports Inglehart‟s 

(2000) position that English-speaking societies share similar cultural characteristics. DNW, on 

the other hand, have Canada and the United States placed at two different extremes in their 

ranking (with the Americans being a lot more trusting than the Canadians), while Great Britain 

ranks in the middle. Inglehart (2000) and Inglehart and Baker (2000) find that Latin American 

countries form a distinctive “cultural zone”. In DNW‟s study, Argentina is ranked the third most 

trusting nation among the 51 countries under study while other Latin American countries have 

quite different scores. Our alternative measure of trust supports Inglehart‟s position that the 

public of Latin American societies have rather similar trust levels. 



Table1. Alternative Ranking of Trust by Country  

Country Percentage of Trusters Radius from DNW Alternative Measure 

Egypt .18 .514 .370 
Morocco .14 .290 .362 

Turkey .05 .547 .305 

Malaysia .09 .560 .288 

Cyprus .13 .516 .272 

Jordan .31 .419 .261 

India .24 .493 .254 

Slovenia .19 .751 .251 

Mexico .15 .603 .238 

Germany(E.) .29 .690 .227 

Rwanda .05 .535 .215 

Taiwan .25 .609 .211 

Bulgaria .21 .474 .210 

Spain .22 .632 .209 

Russia  .27 .519 .209 

Zambia .12 .633 .207 

Moldova .17 .568 .202 

Colombia .14 .517 .201 

Ethiopia .24 .572 .196 

Peru .06 .552 .195 

China .51 .364 .190 

Brazil .09 .511 .187 

Ukraine .30 .570 .184 

Serbia .16 .534 .184 

Chile .14 .608 .181 

South Korea .30 .362 .175 

France .19 .606 .171 

Poland .20 .723 .171 

Ghana .08 .423 .169 

Uruguay .29 .625 .168 

Thailand .42 .240 .163 

Indonesia .42 .495 .157 

Germany(W.) .42 .658 .156 

Argentina .17 .569 .156 

South Africa .18 .469 .153 

Mali .18 .514 .153 

Vietnam .52 .471 .152 

Trinidad and Tobago .04 .531 .150 

Italy .30 .785 .145 

Netherlands .47 .655 .139 

Burkina Faso .14 .329 .131 

Great Britain .33 .653 .130 

    



Table1. Alternative Ranking of Trust by Country (Continued) 

Country Percentage of Trusters Radius from DNW Alternative Measure 

Romania .20 .420 .130 

 

 

Canada .43 .569 .119 

Switzerland .52 .833 .096 

Australia .49 .721 .095 

United States .40 .682 .095 

Finland .60 .519 .087 

Andorra .21 .583 .083 

Norway .74 .614 .065 

Sweden .68 .751 .058 

 

Trust and Civicness 

Table 2 gives results for what DNW call “presumed civic correlates of trust”. We use the same 

nine constructed variables from the WVS and relate them to two explanatory variables: the 

percentage of respondents in each country who are cautious about trusting in general and the gap 

between out-trust and in-trust for these people as measured with the four-cluster model. Note that 

the product of these two explanatory variables for each country equals our preferred index in 

Table 1. In comparison with DNW, our results yield a slightly higher adjusted R-squared on 

average though the significance of the coefficients is very similar. Our index is significant with 

the right sign at the 0.01 level in seven out of nine cases, against six out of nine in DNW.  

Results are also similar in that the explanatory power is weak for international differences in 

adherence to civic norms and active membership in voluntary associations. These survey 

measurements are weakly related to the indices of in-trust and out-trust.  Three indicators of 

tolerance relate strongly to both the DNW and our alternative index, showing greater social 

tolerance in countries where many people do not distinguish that strongly between trust in 

acquaintances and trust in strangers.  Two measures of democracy also relate strongly to the 

indices of in-trust and out-trust and in the same expected direction.  We agree with DNW that 

things are not so clear with their measure of institutional confidence. DNW propose an index that 



averages confidence in the police, the courts, political parties and the parliament.  Both DNW 

and our simple regressions for that variable are unsatisfactory with at least one implausible sign 

for a coefficient.  

 

Trust, Civicness and National Income 

Table 3 examines the same nine “civic correlates” but with the natural log of national GDP as an 

additional explanatory variable. Inglehart and Welzel (2005) have shown that rising GDP 

changes values and attitudes worldwide, away from traditional values and, in most regions – but 

not so much in East Asia, see Bomhoff and Gu (2012a, 2012b) – towards self-expression values 

as defined by these authors. The GDP variable is significant at the 0.01 level or better in all 

regressions except the first two (where it is significant at 10 percent and 5 percent respectively). 

Its negative sign in the equation for membership of voluntary organizations could reflect the 

opportunity costs of being an active volunteer, but a dummy variable for the richest countries in 

the sample (all OECD members) is insignificant. Except for the equation for collective action, 

the explanatory power is higher in all the other equations. If we add the trust radius variable from 

DNW and compare the strength of its coefficient to that of our variable for the average difference 

between out-trust and in-trust, we find that the DNW variable is less significant than our 

alternative measure in seven out of nine equations. Using DNW‟s own criteria, we provide 

evidence in Tables 2 and 3 of an alternative indicator of trust that does relate in a meaningful 

way to many quantitative indicators of civic correlates.  

 

 



Table 2.OLS Regressions for Average Difference in Nontrust and the Percentage of Nontrust with Presumed Civic Correlates of Trust 

Predictors Adherence 

to Civic 

Norms 

Active 

Membership 

Collective 

Action 

Inclusive 

Orientation 

Lifestyle 

Tolerance 

Gender 

Equality 

Institutional 

Confidence 

Democratic 

Awareness 

Level of 

Democracy 

Average 

Difference in 

Nontrust 

 

0.121 

(.889) 

-0.316* 

(-2.211) 

-1.1** 

(-4.292) 

-1.133** 

(-4.185) 

-1.110** 

(-2.856) 

0.751** 

(-3.61) 

-0.683** 

(-2.721) 

-0.706** 

(-2.702) 

-1.3** 

(-4.212) 

Percentage of 

Nontrust 

 

-0.146* 

(-2.505) 

-0.081 

(-1.346) 

-0.372** 

(-3.528) 

-0.376** 

(-3.54) 

-0.519** 

(-3.706) 

0.305** 

(-3.489) 

0.294** 

(3.206) 

-0.369** 

(-3.292) 

-0.354** 

(-2.728) 

Intercept 0.922** 

(16.741) 

 

0.246** 

(4.243) 

0.893** 

(8.981) 

1.218* 

(11.555) 

1.017** 

(6.935) 

1.023** 

(12.104) 

0.492** 

(5.203) 

0.958** 

(8.98) 

1.159** 

(9.24) 

Adjusted R
2
 0.096 

 

0.084 0.382 0.386 0.277 0.312 0.255 0.254 0.313 

N 49 

 

51 50 44 48 51 49 48 51 

Exceptional 

Cases 

 India      East 

Germany 
 

Note:  * p < .05; ** p < .01 (two-tailed). The t-ratios are in parentheses. Excluding exceptional countries produces similar results. 

 

 

 

 



Table 3.OLS Regressions for Average Difference in Nontrust, Percentage of Nontrust and GDP with Presumed Civic Correlates of 

Trust  

Predictors Adherence 

to Civic 

Norms 

Active 

Membership 

Collective 

Action 

Inclusive 

Orientation 

Lifestyle 

Tolerance 

Gender 

Equality 

Institutional 

Confidence 

Democratic 

Awareness 

Level of 

Democracy 

Average 

Difference in 

Nontrust 

 

0.155 

(-1.065) 

 

-0.365* 

(-2.533) 

-0.982** 

(-3.945) 

-0.906** 

(-4.209) 

-0.656* 

(-2.206) 

-0.58** 

(-3.302) 

-0.594* 

(-2.505) 
-0.418† 

(-1.768) 

-1.029** 

(-4.474) 

Percentage of 

Nontrust 

 

0.129 

(-1.951) 

-0.157* 

(-2.443) 
-0.21† 

(-1.909) 

-0.154† 

(-1.734) 

-0.222† 

(-1.975) 

-0.116 

(-1.472) 

0.414** 

(4.309) 
-0.212† 

(-2.007) 

-0.024 

(-0.238) 

 

ln GDP 0.006† 

(0.607 

 

-0.024* 

(-2.6) 

0.049** 

(.384) 

0.072** 

(5.682) 

0.095** 

(6.095) 

0.06** 

(5.382) 

0.038** 

(2.764) 

0.059** 

(3.781) 

0.104** 

(7.102) 

Intercept 0.849** 

(6.756) 

0.533** 

(4.285) 

0.291 

(1.407) 
0.344† 

(2.018) 

-0.196 

(-.902) 
0.287† 

(1.889) 

0.035 

(0.186) 

0.225 

(1.091) 

-0.108 

(-0.544) 

 

Adjusted R
2
 0.087 0.176 0.472 0.641 0.595 0.56 0.349 0.417 0.656 

 

N 48 50 49 43 47 50 49 47 50 

 

Exceptional 

Cases 

 India    Ethiopia    

Note: 
† 
p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01 (two-tailed). The t-ratios are in parentheses. 



CONCLUSIONS 

In this comment, we revisit DNW‟s study, which calculates a ranking for 51 countries 

according to whether people think of family and friends or of strangers when they answer the 

general trust question in the WVS. We show that the statistical procedure used by DNW is based 

on a regression technique that inappropriately focuses on second moments and neglects the more 

basic fact that in every country trust in outsiders is less than trust in insiders. 

Both the ranking in DNW and our alternative offer a more sensible place on the country list 

for the Confucianism cultures in East Asia. Our alternative ranking is more in agreement with the 

literature on the gap between Protestant and Catholic nations than the DNW ranking (Huntington 

1996; Inglehart et al. 2003). The Protestant countries of Northern Europe form a distinctive 

cluster, and are now found to be more trusting than the Catholic countries. The English-speaking 

countries constitute still another cluster of culturally-similar societies, as do the Latin American 

societies. And the ex-communist societies also form a cluster (with the Catholic Slovenia having 

the least trust).Islamic nations which suffered under the Ottoman Empire or as former colonies of 

Western powers, are found to be least trusting, followed by the ex-communist countries. Our 

Figure 4 above illustrates the agreement between the sociological literature and this quantitative 

exercise using the World Values Survey.  
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Notes: 

1  Note that the countries are ten times more aligned here than in DNW Figure 5 but that follows 

because our horizontal axis takes the weighted sum of the gap between out-trust and in-trust for 

two clusters of respondents who do not trust people in general. The combined size of these 

clusters is the mirror image of the percentage of trusters on the vertical axis. 

 


