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ABSTRACT
The gap between trust in central and local governments remains an 
unsolved puzzle in social sciences. Based on existing theoretical 
frameworks and our analyses of the Asian Barometer Survey data 
(2001–2016), we found three types of trust gaps in Asian societies: 
equal trust, paradoxical trust, and hierarchical trust. We speculated 
the differences could be explained by macro-level political freedom 
and individual-level predictors such as how people consume poli
tical news. Multilevel analyses revealed the political freedom of 
a society is a critical predictor of the trust gap: people from politi
cally unfree societies tend to trust their central governments the 
most. Furthermore, freedom and frequency of news consumption 
interact in shaping political trust: in free societies, people who 
follow news frequently have less political trust; in unfree societies, 
the opposite is true, suggesting media propaganda plays a role in 
shaping political trust. This study helps to explain authoritarian 
resilience in East and Southeast Asia.

KEYWORDS 
Political trust; informed 
citizenry; news consumption; 
authoritarian resilience; 
legitimacy; Asia

Introduction

Political trust, or people’s confidence in their government, is a critical topic in social 
sciences, especially political science, public administration, and sociology. The importance 
of trust in government is two-fold. First, as an outcome variable, it is an indicator of several 
critical social processes such as democratisation, expansion of higher education, and 
rising soc4ial capital (Wang 2016; Mishler and Richard 2005). Second, trust in government 
may generate other important political and social consequences, including rising regime 
legitimacy, better evaluation of government performance, the collaboration between civil 
society and the government, and good governance (Newton 2001; Mishler and Richard 
2001, 2005).

In their analyses of trust in government, scholars have noted its complex nature. In 
a horizontal context, people may view multiple political establishments differently: the 
executive, the legislature, the judicial system, the electoral system, the military, the police, 
and other law enforcement agencies (Andrain and Smith 2006; Zhang, Sun, and Cao 
2021). In a vertical context, people may hold different opinions on the central government 

CONTACT Tony Huiquan Zhang huiquanzhang@um.edu.mo

POLITICAL SCIENCE                                         
https://doi.org/10.1080/00323187.2021.1968767

© 2021 The Research Trust of Victoria

http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00323187.2021.1968767&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-09-08


and the grassroots or local government (Li 2004, 2016). The vertical dimension, especially 
the political trust gap between the central and local levels, is the focus of our study. More 
specifically, we are interested in the gap between trust in higher- and lower-level 
governments in the context of East and Southeast Asia. Asian societies have 
a fragmented pattern concerning political trust (Jiang and Zhang 2021; Li 2004, 2016; 
Tan and Tambyah 2011). While the patterns of many Asian countries are consistent with 
those of Western societies – namely, their citizens trust local governments more than 
central ones – several outliers show the opposite pattern (Tan and Tambyah 2011). The 
outliers, often authoritarian countries, show high trust in central governments and 
distrust in local ones.

To understand why political trust patterns differ among the East and Southeast Asian 
societies, we analysed 14 societies using all four waves of the Asian Barometer Survey 
(ABS) data (2001–2016). Based on Lianjiang Li’s (2016) typology and our observations of 
the aggregate-level statistics, we found Asian countries can be categorised into three 
types of political trust in different levels of governments: ‘equal trust’, where people hold 
a similar level of trust in their central and local governments; ‘paradoxical trust’, where 
people trust local governments more than central ones; and ‘hierarchical trust’, where 
people trust in central governments more than local governments.

Since the pattern of ‘hierarchical trust’ are mainly found in the authoritarian societies 
(e.g. China, Vietnam, and Singapore) and the ‘paradoxical trust’ cases are liberal democ
racies, we hypothesised that this variation in political trust patterns might be explained at 
the macro level by the political freedom a society enjoys. We further speculate that the 
individual-level variation in the political trust may result from media influence – as 
authoritarian regimes usually exert strict media control. Therefore, we hypothesised 
that political freedom at the aggregate level, and media consumption at the individual 
level, may jointly affect one’s political trust.

To examine the hypotheses, we applied multilevel modelling to the ABS data. We 
investigated how macro-level factors interacted with micro-level processes in shaping 
political trust and gaps in trust. The multilevel models generated the following findings. 
First, people from unfree societies tend to have higher trust in central governments than free 
societies. Second, they also tend to have higher trust in local governments, but this effect is 
less salient. Third, people from unfree societies tend to have a higher trust gap, mainly 
caused by their higher trust in central governments. Finally, in unfree societies, people who 
frequently consume political news tend to have much higher trust in central governments.

The findings helped us understand how trust gaps emerge in East and Southeast Asia. 
Based on the empirical evidence, it is plausible that authoritarian regimes’ efforts to foster 
trust in central governments can influence their citizens, especially those who consume 
more media reports. In unfree societies, media are usually under direct or indirect state 
control, and the government uses media to spread pro-regime information. This could 
also explain why trust in local governments is less biased: the state’s propaganda mainly 
targets the central offices and top leaders; it cares less about the image of lower levels of 
government. Our findings contribute to the research fields of public opinion and political 
culture, civil society, and democratisation in Asia.
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Political trust in central and local governments

Political trust is a basic evaluation of government founded on how well the government 
operates according to people’s expectations (see Levi and Stoker 2000). Conventional 
wisdom says political trust is conducive to active political participation, economic and 
governmental performance, and the reduction of corruption (Inglehart 2018; Uslaner 
2005; Morris and Klesner 2010). In addition, it can stimulate a well-organised government 
and underpins state legitimacy (Hetherington and Husser 2012). If they have high political 
trust, citizens will collaborate with governments, participate in political processes, and 
work together to build a robust civil society (Aberbach and Walker 1970).

Given the importance of political trust, many scholars are interested in identifying its 
determinants. Much of the work to date has considered aggregate-level factors. One 
thrust of the research focuses on the institutional features of a political system, while 
another emphasises society’s cultural traditions and values. Early work on political trust 
mainly took an institutional approach, with many identifying a regime’s legitimacy as 
a major macro-level factor (Aberbach and Walker 1970). However, this view has been 
challenged by the fact that many democratic regimes are seeing a downtrend in political 
trust (Pharr and Putnam 2000; Pharr, Putnam, and Dalton 2000), while authoritarian 
regimes remain stably high (Inoguchi 2017, 2005; Li 2004; Shi 2001).

It seems democratic procedural legitimacy alone is insufficient for political trust 
(Grimes 2006). Scholars have stated that political efficacy or government performance 
matters (Abramson 1972; Hooghe and Marien 2013). Governments are expected to 
provide public goods, such as public education, health care, national security, and 
crime reduction; people may assess their performance in these areas and assign their 
trust accordingly (Newton and Norris 1999; Hetherington and Rudolph 2008). However, 
despite many governments’ excellent performance during the post-WWII era, people’s 
trust has experienced a steady decline (Pharr, Putnam, and Dalton 2000). Some say this 
can be seen as political cynicism due to a lack of citizen involvement in government 
(Hooghe and Marien 2013; Putnam 2000). Others attribute it to higher expectations and 
stricter criteria for governments (Hetherington and Rudolph 2008). Still, others argue 
increased education levels lead to more criticism of government performance 
(Hakhverdian and Mayne 2012; Newton and Norris 1999).

The cultural approach explains political trust differently, paying attention to the 
impacts of traditional and civic culture. Civic culture is an essential pillar of a robust 
democracy (Muller and Seligson 1994; Tocqueville 1856). Societies with a rich civic 
tradition usually have more political participation, more voluntary activities and charity 
groups, a lively media environment, high social capital, accessible political processes, and 
accountable governments (Putnam 2000, 1993). However, civic culture is also associated 
with higher expectations of government performance, greater exposure to diverse infor
mation sources, and more critical thinking, all of which could erode a government’s 
authority and shake people’s confidence (Orren 1997). Civic culture is associated with 
education and information; after all, only informed citizens could serve as the foundation 
for the democratic rule (Zhang, Sun, and Cao 2021). Informed citizens, or critical citizens, 
tend to trust governments and other institutions less (Norris 1999; Kim 2010; Mishler and 
Richard 2001). This ‘critical citizen’ thesis may partially explain what institutionalist and 
culturalist explanations cannot.
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Despite the value of the existing studies, most are based on empirical cases in Western 
Europe and North America (Andrain and Smith 2006; Hetherington and Husser 2012; Morris 
and Klesner 2010). Not all countries follow the same patterns or use the same mechanisms. 
Asian countries, especially those in East and Southeast Asia, are often categorised as ‘Asian 
exceptionalism’. In any event, East and Southeast Asian democracies are unlike their 
counterparts in Europe and North America (Inoguchi 2017) because of their Confucian 
traditions and related paternalistic cultures. Arguably, in such societies, the government 
sees itself as the political authority, and citizens generally agree (Kikuchi 2008; Kim 2010). 
Ample empirical evidence suggests Asians have more trust in political systems than those 
in other regions, while political institutions and civic values matter less (Ma and Yang 2014; 
Kikuchi 2008; Tan and Tambyah 2011; Wang and Tan 2006).

Another unique aspect of Asian politics is what has been labelled ‘hierarchical trust’ (Li 
2004, 2016). Based on evidence found in East and Southeast Asia, people often have high 
trust in central governments and low trust in local governments (Chen and Shi 2001). Why 
would these Asian countries show such a different trust pattern? We will discuss the 
literature on political trust in Asia which motivates our research.

Patterns and variations of political trust gaps in Asia

Scholars have examined the patterns/typology/classification of different societies’ political 
trust using different classification criteria. In his pioneering study, Fukuyama (1995) classi
fies countries into low-and high-trust societies based on the prevalence of shared values. 
Long-standing group-oriented societies, such as Germany, Japan, and the United States, 
are high-trust. Societies that emphasise loyalty within family boundaries instead of com
munities, such as Italy, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and China, are low-trust (Fukuyama 1995). 
Inoguchi contributes to the literature by looking specifically at Asia and characterising 
political trust by location: low levels of political trust appear in Northeast Asian democratic 
societies, such as Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan; high levels of trust appear in Southeast 
Asian authoritarian democracies, such as Singapore and Malaysia, and Southeast Asian 
democracies, such as Thailand and Indonesia (Inoguchi 2017, 148). However, studies about 
political trust in Asia have noted that Asians’ political orientations are simultaneously 
influenced by traditionalism, authoritarianism, and post-materialism (Wang 2016). It may 
be oversimplified to classify them by only the prevalence of shared norms or the location.

Though existing classifications tend to consider political trust as a whole, Lianjiang Li 
(2004) noticed the discrepancies in political trust at different levels. Li (2016) distinguishes 
four types of societies in terms of their patterns of trust in central and local governments: 
‘people may have (1) equal trust in all levels; (2) equal distrust in all levels; (3) stronger 
trust in local authority than in the national government, which is known as “paradox of 
distance”; and (4) stronger confidence in the central government than in local govern
ment, which can be called hierarchical trust’ (Li 2016). Based on such typology, he notes 
Chinese people tend to have high confidence in their central leadership. The opposite is 
true for local officials. Li terms this phenomenon ‘hierarchical trust’ (Li 2016). In most 
democratic societies, people usually have higher trust in local governments than central 
ones. Other scholars have noted similar patterns in other Asian societies (Tan and 
Tambyah 2011), but little work comparatively analyses the political trust gap in Asian 
countries.
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We selected the Asian Barometer Survey (ABS) as our primary data source to study 
political trust in Asia. The ABS project collects public opinion data from 14 East and 
Southeast Asian societies: Cambodia, China (Mainland), Hong Kong SAR, Indonesia, Japan, 
Korea, Malaysia, Mongolia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Taiwan (R.O.C.), Thailand, 
and Vietnam. These societies represent a variety of political regimes, including demo
cratic, authoritarian, and hybrid systems. Some are developing societies, like Cambodia, 
while others, like Japan, are highly developed. Some share similar cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds but have different economic or political environments.

Since the political trust gap is defined as the difference in people’s trust of central 
vs. local governments, we selected two response variables: trust in central govern
ments and trust in local governments. The survey questions were worded in the 
following way: ‘I’m going to name a number of institutions. For each one, please tell 
me how much trust you have in them.’1 Respondents rated their level of trust in the 
central and local governments, selecting from four possible responses: ‘a great deal’, 
‘quite a lot of trust’, ‘not very much trust’, and ‘none at all’. We assigned the 
responses with values 4, 3, 2, and 1 representing descending level of trust, with 4 
meaning more trust in government, and 1 meaning less trust. We then calculated the 
societal-level average trust in central and local governments in the 14 societies. The 
results are shown in Figure 1.

According to the figure, the 14 societies can be separated into three groups based on 
the patterns of their political trust in different levels of governments. To ensure each 
group had a roughly equal number of cases, we set the threshold at an absolute value 
of 0.2. In other words, we generated three groups: trust gap < −0.2; trust gap between 
−0.2 and 0.2; trust gap > 0.2.2 Using Lianjiang Li’s typology, the three groups can be 
termed ‘paradoxical trust’, ‘equal trust’, and ‘hierarchical trust’. The first group, para
doxical trust, includes Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and the Philippines. The second group, 
equal trust, includes Mongolia, Myanmar, Hong Kong SAR, Indonesia, Thailand, 
Cambodia, and Malaysia. The hierarchical trust group includes Singapore, Mainland 
China, and Vietnam.

The three groups of countries and regions have some in-group similarities and 
between-group variations. For example, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan are all 
consolidated liberal democracies, while the Philippines established democratic rule 
more recently. The three societies from the hierarchical trust group, namely 
Singapore, China, and Vietnam, are all authoritarian regimes, and their people trust 
central governments more than local governments. The remaining seven societies in 
the equal trust group are Mongolia, Myanmar, Indonesia, Hong Kong SAR, Thailand, 
Cambodia, and Malaysia. Their governments enjoy a medium level of public trust, 
and there is no significant difference between the trust in central and local 
governments.
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Research hypotheses: political freedom, news consumption and political 
trust

Based on the observations from the aggregate level data, we can see that the difference 
across the trust patterns mainly takes place along the line between authoritarian 
societies and liberal democracies. Therefore, we speculate that the various Asia’s trust 
gap patterns might be explained by the different political systems, or the variation in 
political freedom.

Why would the differences in political systems or political freedom matter in public 
opinion and people’s confidence in government? First, scholars contended that societies 
where democratisation could take place and succeed are intrinsically unique: consolidated 
democracies usually have a more developed economy, a larger and stronger middle class, 
an educated population, and a more robust civil society to nourish the civic participation 
and defend freedom (Diamond 1999). In contrast, the lack of political freedom signals the 
lack of these factors, not to mention some more fundamental distinctions in civic tradition 
and authoritarian value preferences in certain religion and cultures (Foa and Ekiert 2017). It 
is therefore understandable that people from democratic and non-democratic societies 
have divergent perceptions of their government and political leaders.

Figure 1. Hierarchical political trust in governments in 14 Asian societies (note: displayed in descend
ing order of trust in the central government; average values are used for countries surveyed in 
multiple waves).
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Second, different from democratic governments, authoritarian regimes and leaders 
have a stronger incentive and capability to encourage confidence in their rule (Chen and 
Shi 2001). With efforts in mass persuasion, authoritarian governments could legitimise 
and secure their position in power. Mass persuasion in authoritarian societies can be 
achieved via the education systems, mass media and social media (Weiss 2014; Zhang 
2020). The propaganda usually contains nationalistic and patriotic education, hostility 
against certain external enemies, personal cult, and of course, trust in governments and 
officials.

Though authoritarian governments actively seek to encourage political trust, we need 
to note that their attention is unevenly distributed – most of the efforts are paid to 
maintain the image of central government and leaders, instead of the local level govern
ments and members (Strong and Killingsworth 2011). Sometimes, the central govern
ments allow critiques against lower-level governments and officials to alleviate social 
tension and show a gesture of transparency and tolerance (Weiss 2014). Given the 
discussions above, we expect that in unfree societies, people generally have higher 
political trust. We further expect that they would have extremely high trust in central 
governments, and fairly high trust in local governments. In contrast, in free societies, 
people’s trust in both levels of governments would be low. Hence, we could formulate the 
following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: People in unfree regimes tend to have higher trust in central governments.

Hypothesis 2: People in unfree regimes tend to have higher trust in local governments.

Hypothesis 3: People in unfree regimes tend to have a higher trust gap, mainly because of 
their high trust in the central government.

As an aggregate-level factor, political freedom could only explain to a certain extent. 
How does the macro-level difference result in micro-level variation in opinion? To estab
lish the macro-micro link, we turn to the literature on critical citizens and informed 
citizens. The critical citizen and informed citizen theses both argue educated and 
informed individuals (with higher degrees, more human capital, more access to informa
tion and news) tend to have high expectations of government performance and lower 
confidence in political authorities. Thus, a group of critical citizens serves as a solid base 
for a robust democracy. These critical citizens tend to question governments and officials 
and often refuse to follow the authorities blindly (Milner 2002). Previous work has found 
a relationship between literacy, education, news consumption, and a critical mindset in 
public affairs (Eveland, 2004; Zhang, Sun, and Cao 2021).

However, these optimistic findings mainly come from advanced industrial societies, 
mostly democratic countries where people’s civil rights are ensured. In the unfree world 
where critical thinking is discouraged, the situation may be more complex. For example, 
education, a variable commonly considered a positive predictor of critical thinking and 
open-mindedness, could exert divergent effects in different political contexts. 
Hakhverdian and Mayne (2012) suggest the effects of education on political trust may 
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be moderated by institutional performance, such as the extent of a government’s corrup
tion. Zhang and Brym (2019) find that education is a liberalising force in free societies, but 
in non-free societies, education generates intolerance and bigotry.

The role of news consumption and political information may be contingent on the 
macro context as well. Research on authoritarianism has shown regimes energetically 
attempt to influence public opinion through educational systems (Yan 2014), mass media 
(Huang 2018), and social media (Gunitsky 2015). There is some evidence that being 
selectively exposed to positive reports of government performance will enhance people’s 
confidence in political authorities and regime legitimacy (Hart et al. 2009). Therefore, we 
expect only free societies will show the positive effect of information and education; in 
unfree societies, confidence in political authorities may be based on the amount of 
information people acquire. Based on the preceding argumentation, we propose the 
following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 4: People in unfree regimes who read political news more frequently have 
more trust in central governments.

Data and methods

Asian Barometer Survey (ABS) data

To test our hypotheses, we used data from the Asian Barometer Survey (ABS) project, an 
international survey in East and Southeast Asia that collects representative data to 
capture attitudes and opinions. We had access to four waves: 2001–2003, 2005–2008, 
2010–2012, and 2014–2016. The ABS data come from repeated cross-sectional surveys 
and represent a good source to reveal political opinions in many fields.

Aggregate-level predictors

At the aggregate level, we had access to data from 14 societies, both countries and 
regions: Japan, Hong Kong SAR (China), South Korea, Mainland China, Mongolia, 
Philippines, Taiwan (ROC), Thailand, Indonesia, Singapore, Vietnam, Cambodia, 
Malaysia, and Myanmar. Some were surveyed in all four waves (e.g. China, Japan), 
while some latecomers were surveyed once or twice (e.g. Myanmar in Wave 4). Since 
not all countries and regions have data for all four waves, there are 48 region-year 
observations.

We controlled several aggregate-level factors for contextual effects. The first was GDP 
per capita, a standard measure of socio-economic development and affluence. We used 
this variable to control for variations in economic development. Another control variable 
at the macro-level was the Gini coefficient provided by the Standardised World Income 
Inequality Database (SWIID), an indicator of the wealth inequality among residents within 
a society. Lastly, we included the Freedom House rating of society as a focal predictor at 
the contextual level. Freedom House includes ratings for any given society in its database 
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and categorises them into three levels: free, partly free, and unfree societies. This variable 
permitted us to see how political freedom could influence individual-level political trust. 
The aggregate level information is listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics at the aggregate level.

Country/Region 
by Survey Year

GDP per capita, 
PPP adjusted (from IMF)

Gini 
Coefficient 

(from SWIID)
Societal Freedom Status (from 

Freedom House)

Cambodia_2008 741.855 39.1 Not Free
Cambodia_2012 945.702 37.9 Not Free
Cambodia_2015 1163.414 37.9 Not Free
Hong_Kong_2001 25,166.9 45.7 Partly Free
Hong_Kong_2007 30,494.55 46.4 Partly Free
Hong_Kong_2012 36,619.81 46.6 Partly Free
Hong_Kong_2016 43,496.3 46.6 Partly Free
Indonesia_2006 1764.79 42.4 Free
Indonesia_2011 3688.531 43.7 Free
Indonesia_2016 3605.721 44.4 Partly Free
Japan_2003 34,831.2 42.5 Free
Japan_2007 35,342.87 42.8 Free
Japan_2011 48,168.8 44.1 Free
Japan_2016 38,804.86 44.1 Free
Korea_2003 14,209.34 32 Free
Korea_2006 20,888.38 33.2 Free
Korea_2011 24,079.79 33.9 Free
Korea_2015 27,105.08 33.6 Free
Mainland_China_2002 1150.227 42.1 Not Free
Mainland_China_2008 3467.03 46.2 Not Free
Mainland_China_2011 5582.887 47.1 Not Free
Mainland_China_2015 8166.756 46.9 Not Free
Malaysia_2007 7378.585 45.2 Partly Free
Malaysia_2011 10,252.59 44.2 Partly Free
Malaysia_2014 11,008.87 43.3 Partly Free
Mongolia_2003 747.092 37.1 Free
Mongolia_2006 1321.611 37.5 Free
Mongolia_2010 2602.373 37.3 Free
Mongolia_2014 4081.015 37.1 Free
Myanmar_2015 1219.478 37.5 Not Free
Philippines_2002 1013.424 47.2 Free
Philippines_2005 1208.934 46.9 Free
Philippines_2010 2155.409 46.6 Partly Free
Philippines_2014 2849.267 46.1 Partly Free
Singapore_2006 33,579.16 44.2 Partly Free
Singapore_2010 46,569.4 44.3 Partly Free
Singapore_2014 57,271.72 43.8 Partly Free
Taiwan_2001 13,408.38 31.7 Free
Taiwan_2006 16,984.54 32.3 Free
Taiwan_2010 19,261.67 32.6 Free
Taiwan_2014 22,638.92 32 Free
Thailand_2002 2133.115 47.5 Free
Thailand_2006 3442.387 46.7 Partly Free
Thailand_2010 5174.529 44.8 Partly Free
Thailand_2014 6079.686 43 Partly Free
Vietnam_2006 796.928 41.2 Not Free
Vietnam_2010 1297.226 41.6 Not Free
Vietnam_2015 2085.714 41.2 Not Free
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Individual-level predictors

At the individual level, we selected the following variables: gender, age, marital status, 
years of education, and location of residence (urban-rural divide). Among the predictors, 
gender (Female = 0, Male = 1) and location of residence (Rural = 0, Urban = 1) were 
dummy variables. Age and education were continuous variables measured in years. 
Marital status comprised three categories: single (the reference group), married, and 
other. The latter two groups were converted into dummy variables.

The focal variable was the frequency of political news consumption. This variable 
measured how often respondents used any media platforms, such as newspaper, TV, 
radio, the Internet, or other channels, to acquire political news and relevant information. 
Other than ‘don’t know’ or ‘refuse to answer’, respondents could reply with the following 
valid options: ‘never’, ‘monthly’, ‘once or twice weekly’, ‘several times per week’, ‘daily’. We 
recoded these responses into a 1–5 continuous scale tapping the respondent’s level of 
interest in politics and how much the media influenced them. This variable allowed us to 
see the different political orientations of people who read political news often and those 
who barely care about politics. The descriptive statistics of the individual-level variables 
are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics at the individual level.
Overall

Num. of Obs. 72,118
Independent Variables
Waves (%)
ABS1 12,217 (16.9)
ABS2 19,798 (27.5)
ABS3 19,436 (27.0)
ABS4 20,667 (28.7)
Societies (%)
Japan 5446 (7.6)
H.K. SAR 4084 (5.7)
S. Korea 5119 (7.1)
Mainland China 15,822 (21.9)
Mongolia 4793 (6.6)
Philippines 4800 (6.7)
Taiwan 6251 (8.7)
Thailand 5804 (8.0)
Indonesia 4698 (6.5)
Singapore 3051 (4.2)
Vietnam 3591 (5.0)
Cambodia 3400 (4.7)
Malaysia 3639 (5.0)
Myanmar 1620 (2.2)
Male = 1 (%) 35,526 (49.3)
Age in years (mean (SD)) [18–99] 44.72 (15.71)
Marital (%)
Unmarried 13,413 (18.6)
Married 53,296 (73.9)
Other 5409 (7.5)
Education in years (mean (SD)) [0–20] 9.37 (4.71)
Urban = 1 (%) 40,484 (56.14%)
Frequency of Reading Political News (mean(SD)) 3.66 (1.40)
Dependent Variables
Trust in Central Gov’t (mean (SD)) [1 to 4] 2.78 (0.90)
Trust in Local Gov’t (mean (SD)) [1 to 4] 2.73 (0.82)
Trust Gap (mean(SD)) [−3 to 3] 0.05 (0.93)
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Hierarchical linear modelling

We employed hierarchical linear modelling (HLM) to accommodate both individual 
(Level 1) and aggregate (Level 2) effects. Individual respondents were nested within 
country/region-year observations (e.g. Japan-2002, the Philippines-2014). We had a total 
of 72,118 observations at the individual level and 48 observations at the country-year 
level.3

We fitted the models with random intercepts and fixed effects of predictors at both 
levels. This mixed-effect modelling design can be formally specified as follows: let Yij be 
the outcome variable for the Level-1 unit i (i = 1, . . . , I), which stands for an individual who 
lives in a country-year context, or Level-2 unit j (j = 1, . . . , J). Then, the outcome variable Yij 

can be expressed as: 

Yij ¼ β0j þ δXij þ eij (1) 

The Level 2 effect is a decomposition of β0j, which can be stated as: 

β0j ¼ β0 þ ej (2) 

where β0 is the overall control group means, and ej is the corresponding residual, 
assumed to be independent of Xij and other residuals. As discussed, the individual level 
predictors included the wave of the survey, age, gender, marital status, location of 
residence, size of household, income level, years of education, and our focal variable, 
frequency of political news consumption. At the national level, we introduced logged GDP 
per capita (with purchase power parity adjusted), Gini coefficient, and the political free
dom status of a society.

We built the regression models in the following sequence. First, we predict trust in the 
central government (Model 1); second, trust in local government (Model 2); and third, the 
gap between the two as the dependent variable (Model 3). The three models test the first 
three hypotheses, respectively. Lastly, we fitted a model specifically testing the interaction 
effects between political freedom and frequency of reading political news on the trust in 
central governments. With the last model (Model 4), we aim at explaining the extremely 
high trust in central government in several societies.

Findings

Estimates from the HLM models are displayed in Table 3. From the table, we notice some 
overall patterns across models. First, different waves of the survey differ little in terms of 
political trust. In Models 1, 3, and 4, we see the long-term political trust trend is decreas
ing. This echoes the modernisation theory and critical citizen theory that people will 
become more critical of authority as the economy grows. However, this does not apply to 
the local government trust, which remains stable across waves (see Table 3, Model 2). 
Similarly, urban residents are less supportive of central and local governments. Another 
common finding across models is that being younger and better-educated means lower 
levels of trust in political authorities, and this is true at both central and local levels. The 
fact that younger, educated, urban residents have lower confidence in governments is 
consistent with previous arguments from the critical citizen thesis (Zhang, Sun, and Cao 
2021).
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Model 1 focuses on trust in central governments. Ageing leads to higher trust; being 
educated and living in an urban area means less trust. Surprisingly, reading more political 
news does not lead to critical citizens, as previously argued (Ekström and Östman 2015). 
Instead, the more political information people obtain, the more confidence they have in 
the central government (.009, p < .001). However, as we go on to show, this mainly applies 

Table 3. Multilevel models predicting trust in central and local governments (standard errors in 
parentheses).

Model 1 
Central Trust

Model 2 
Local 
Trust

Model 3 
Trust 
Gap

Model 4 
Central 

Trust

Intercept 1.003 2.709*** −1.706*** 1.089
(0.595) (0.405) (0.461) (0.589)

Individual-level
Wave of Survey (reference = ABS1)
ABS2 −0.092 0.014 −0.107 −0.093

(0.122) (0.083) (0.094) (0.120)
ABS3 −0.202 −0.000 −0.202* −0.204

(0.124) (0.085) (0.096) (0.123)
ABS4 −0.287* −0.092 −0.195* −0.286*

(0.126) (0.086) (0.098) (0.125)
Male (reference = female) 0.000 −0.031*** 0.031*** −0.000

(0.005) (0.006) (0.006) (0.005)
Age in years 9.039*** 6.027*** 3.037** 9.011***

(0.889) (0.948) (1.045) (0.888)
Age square 4.692*** 5.574*** −0.878 4.686***

(0.789) (0.842) (0.928) (0.789)
Marital Status (reference = single)
Married 0.012 0.013 −0.001 0.014

(0.008) (0.009) (0.010) (0.008)
Other −0.029* −0.011 −0.018 −0.027*

(0.013) (0.014) (0.015) (0.013)
Years of Education −0.010*** −0.012*** 0.002* −0.010***

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Urban (reference = Rural) −0.107*** −0.096*** −0.011 −0.107***

(0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.007)
Frequency of Reading Political News (1–5) 0.009*** 0.005* 0.004 −0.008*

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003)
Aggregate-level
Logged GDP per capita 0.046 −0.031 0.077** 0.047

(0.037) (0.025) (0.029) (0.037)
Gini Coefficient 0.034** 0.008 0.026** 0.033**

(0.011) (0.007) (0.008) (0.010)
Political Freedom Status (Free as reference)
Not Free 0.893*** 0.360*** 0.533*** 0.778***

(0.117) (0.080) (0.091) (0.117)
Partly Free 0.249* 0.246** 0.003 0.172

(0.122) (0.083) (0.095) (0.122)
Interaction Effects
Not Free * Frequency of Reading News 0.033***

(0.005)
Partly Free * Frequency of Reading News 0.022***

(0.005)
AIC 165981.959 175,216.894 189,327.685 165,957.272
BIC 166147.308 175,382.243 189,493.034 166,140.994
Log Likelihood −82,972.979 −87,590.447 −94,645.842 −82,958.636
Num. obs. 72,118 72,118 72,118 72,118
Num. groups: CY 48 48 48 48
Var: CY (Intercept) 0.070 0.032 0.042 0.069
Var: Residual 0.521 0.593 0.721 0.521

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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to people in unfree societies. At the macro level, GDP per capita does not show 
a significant effect, but inequality, measured by the Gini coefficient, is associated with 
more confidence in central governments. This challenges previous findings that inequality 
hurts political trust but supports work arguing that in certain contexts, rising inequality 
triggers populism and authoritarianism; those in the lower classes may more zealously 
support the regime and call for radical redistributive policies (Jay et al. 2019; Zhang, Brym, 
and Andersen 2017). At the aggregate level, political freedom has an interesting pattern: 
both unfree (.893, p < .001) and partly free societies (.249, p < .001) show higher political 
trust in central governments than free societies.

Model 2 predicts the trust in local governments. This model’s findings are quite 
different from those of Model 1. The waves show no difference across time; the effects 
of reading political news, inequality, and political freedom all decrease or are insignificant. 
This shows trust in local governments is less affected by the factors found to affect trust in 
central governments in Model 1. Hypothesis 2 is supported: people from unfree and partly 
free societies show higher trust in local governments (by .360, p < .001 and .246, p < .002) 
than those in free societies (the reference group). However, these effect sizes are much 
smaller than in Model 1, suggesting political trust mainly relates to central governments.

Model 3 predicts the political trust gap. The estimates for Model 3 are simply the 
difference between Models 1 and 2. The estimates and corresponding significance levels 
yield several findings worth highlighting. First, GDP per capita and Gini coefficient both 
contribute to a greater trust gap (via a strong preference for the central government). 
Second, unfree societies tend to have a greater trust gap than free societies (.533 
(p < .001)), while partly free societies do not differ significantly from free societies.

The main findings from Models 1, 2, and 3 are plotted in Figure 2. The x-axis shows the 
three models, and the y-axis shows the political trust levels. The points indicate the fitted 
values of political trust predicted by political freedom status, and the ranges represent the 
confidence intervals. The unfree societies (represented by red points and ranges) tend to 
have high trust in central governments and a high trust gap; free societies (represented by 
blue points and ranges) tend to have low trust in central governments and a low trust gap. 
The partly free societies fall between the other two groups.

Model 4 tests Hypothesis 4. This model introduces the interaction between political 
freedom and individual consumption of political news. The model shows a positive 
interaction effect in both unfree and partly free societies. In other words, in unfree and 
partly free societies, reading political news leads to greater trust in central governments. 
However, this interaction does not apply to trust in local governments. This finding is 
visualised in Figure 3 in a more intuitive way. As the figure indicates, in unfree societies, 
increased consumption of political news is associated with a higher level of political trust; 
the opposite is true in free societies. In other words, we observe a diverging effect of 
reading political news in different social contexts.

Conclusion and discussion

Following the literature on political trust, we focused on Asian societies’ political trust 
patterns and sought to explain the variations between countries. Drawing on Lianjiang 
Li’s typology, we classified Asian societies into three categories according to their trust 
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patterns: hierarchical trust, paradoxical trust, and equal trust. Based on the typology and 
the observation of the aggregate-level political trust, we hypothesised political freedom 
might be the key to answering why trust patterns diverge in Asia.

Our analysis found evidence supporting the following hypotheses. First, political free
dom is an important predictor of political trust patterns. People from politically unfree 
societies tend to have strong confidence in central governments and fairly high trust in 
local governments. In contrast, people from free societies tend to have low confidence in 
central governments. This difference means most unfree societies in Asia fall into the 
hierarchical trust group while free societies fall into the paradoxical trust group. Second, 
political freedom mainly affects differences in trust of central governments. As Figure 2 
suggests, the differences in local government trust are less salient. We contend this could 
be attributed to the state propaganda effect. Authoritarian regimes tend to use propa
ganda to affect public perception of governments. However, their efforts are mainly to 
maintain the positive image of the central government; they care less about local 

Figure 2. Societal freedom’s effects on trust in central/local governments and trust gap (note: fitted 
values from Models 1, 2 & 3; all variables except political freedom are set to typical values – mean 
values for quantitative variables and proportions for categorical variables).
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governments. Following this rationale, we speculated people who acquire political news 
more often will be more influenced by the regime. Our corresponding model, Model 4, 
provides supporting evidence for this speculation. We find that in unfree societies, the 
more often people read political news, the more supportive they are of central govern
ments. Meanwhile, in free societies, the more often people read political news, the less 
supportive they are of central governments.

Our findings have important implications for public opinion research and democratisation 
studies. They help to explain the puzzle of hierarchical trust. Most modern societies are 
relatively critical of their governments, making places where people have high trust in the 
central government stand out. Specifically, in Asian societies like China, Singapore, and 
Vietnam, many people have high confidence in central leadership and low confidence in 
local officials. Cultural explanations are unsatisfying, as Taiwan, Hong Kong, South Korea, and 
Japan do not share similar trust patterns despite their common cultural heritage. Our study 

Figure 3. Interaction effects of reading political news and political freedom in predicting trust in 
central governments (note: fitted values from Model 4; all variables except political freedom and 
frequency of reading political news are set to typical values – mean values for quantitative variables 
and proportions for categorical variables).

POLITICAL SCIENCE 15



adds to the field by pointing out the importance of regime types and political freedom; 
authoritarian regimes maintain a high level of political trust, arguably through the impact of 
the media.

Furthermore, our findings enrich the informed citizen thesis (Milner 2002). Although 
previous work argues education and information can lead to the development of critical 
citizens (Quinn 2003; Zhang, Sun, and Cao 2021), we suggest the context matters and should 
not be ignored. Our evidence shows consumption of political information alone cannot lead to 
a critical mindset. A free political environment is a prerequisite for awareness and a critical 
mindset. Finally, the findings shed light on ‘authoritarian resilience’ (Nathan 2003; Fewsmith 
and Nathan 2019) in the context of modern Asia. Many argue authoritarian regimes use 
propaganda or media to boost their public support, but our study provides a measurement 
of how much influence these regimes have on their citizens. We find that in a non-free 
environment, the more people read political news, the more supportive they are of their 
leadership. The state and its agenda deeply influence the media; arguably, then, when 
authoritarian regimes intentionally discourage critical citizens, their value preferences will be 
reflected in their citizens. If we are correct, this has important implications for the literature on 
authoritarian resilience and democratisation.

Our data reveal potential mechanisms leading to hierarchical trust, but we cannot formu
late a causal explanation. Nevertheless, we have some suggestions, and we hope future 
researchers will follow up on them. One suggestion is that the media in different political 
contexts work differently. In democratic environments, they can report negative news of the 
governments. They tend to focus on higher government levels, as their issues are usually more 
critical and eye-catching. In authoritarian environments, reports on senior officials are strictly 
controlled, and only scandals from the lower-level offices appear in the media. In the long run, 
because of the nature of the reporting, people from democratic societies will have more 
negative attitudes about governments, especially central ones; people from authoritarian 
societies will show the opposite pattern. Another explanation points to the paternalistic 
cultural tradition in Asian societies, where the central government is considered the father 
of a big family. Such an image may prevent people from criticising central governments, but it 
may not apply to lower-level offices, especially at the grassroots level.

Admittedly, our work has limitations, and we hope our future work or that of other 
researchers will resolve them. First, as the ABS data are longitudinal and cross-sectional, it is 
hard to make causal arguments based on our regression analysis. For that, we need panel data. 
Second, given the nature of the survey items, our measurement of political information 
consumption is relatively simple and may preclude an understanding of the complexity of 
political news and mass communication. For example, people who consume information on 
different media sources may already have different political orientations. We may better 
understand media influence if we have information on the frequency, the sources, and 
types of media usage (e.g. online/offline).

We need to note that the results need to be interpreted with caution, as social desirability 
bias and political pressure. It could be a factor in yielding high political trust in central 
government, especially in authoritarian societies. However, even if originating from the social 
pressures, the observed patterns still reveal something about the society – that is, the lack of 
political freedom is associated with high political trust. Moreover, as countries and regions in 
Asia are of different sizes, people’s interpretation and perception of ‘central’ and ‘local’ offices 
could vary across contexts. For example, in city-sized societies such as Singapore and 
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Hong Kong, the distance between central and local offices is much smaller than in China and 
Japan.4 The implications for those societies, therefore, should be interpreted carefully. Finally, 
the ABS data only covers 2001 to 2016. It would be useful to expand the scope to a more 
extended historical period and see more dynamics in the value changes, such as the impacts of 
the third wave of democratisation during 1980–1990 in Asia. We invite other researchers to 
work together with us and complete the picture.

Notes

1. In ABS data, the number of the question on trust in central government is q008 (for Wave 1 
and 2) and q9 (for Wave 3 and 4); the number of the question on trust in local government is 
q014 (for Wave 1 and 2) and q15 (for Wave 3 and 4).

2. We set the thresholds at different levels, and the regression analyses showed similar findings. 
Our presentation here maximises the in-group similarities and between-group variations; the 
cases within each group show the most consistency.

3. Since not all 14 societies were surveyed in all four waves, instead of 56 country-year 
observations, there are 48.

4. We appreciate one anonymous reviewer for raising this concern.
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