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ABSTRACT

Declining public trust in government has been a well-documented fact for advanced
democracies in Western Europe, North America, and Japan since the 1960s. While
hypotheses abound, none has been confirmed as the dominant explanation for any
single country. This study extends the literature on political trust to Taiwan. With
a recently developed methodology for analyzing ordinal ratings of trust pooled across
institutions, respondents, and surveys, we chart for the first time the evolution of
political trust over a period of 14 years during Taiwan’s rapid democratic transi-
tion. Applying a random-effects ordered logistic regression model to a pool of 49
different targets of trust in 33 general-purpose surveys, we document a widespread
decline in political trust. We also compare the trends across different types of insti-
tutions: elected and non-clected government, government and non-government, orga-
nizational and professional, institutional and generalized others. Our model-based
scaling of trust ratings, aggregation of institutions, and specification of temporal
trends have produced two major findings: (1) a remarkable convergence of tempo-
ral trends (but not the levels of trust) across very different segments of the gov-
ernment, and (2) a decline of public trust that started before 2000 and goes beyond
government institutions. Even though definitively identifying the explanation(s) for
the findings requires additional empirical research, the present findings do not square
well with explanations that emphasize nstitutional-specific, segment-specific, or episodic
events, factors, or transformations.

INTRODUCTION

The twentieth century was one of rapid and radical transformations
for the Chinese. Both on and off' the Mainland, Chinese societies
have undergone tumultuous changes that are variegated but simi-
larly profound. In keeping with one of the most powerful and wide-
spread global trends of the last century, Chinese societies have been
confronted with a surging demand for democratization, which has
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developed into a prime focus of research for students of Chinese
societies, which now includes not only political scientists, but also
sociologists.

Democracy is not a mere list of rules and institutions, and the
implementation of democratic rules does not guarantee the healthy
functioning of governments or the satisfaction of its citizens. The
social underpinnings of a democracy do not automatically come with
the establishment of a democratic regime, as de Tocqueville ([1840]
1990) recognized in his analysis of American democracy in the nine-
teenth century. Surprisingly, social and political theorists have yet to
come to a consensus about the social foundations of democracy. An
area of intense research is the problem of trust in a democratic soci-
ety, which has been motivated in part by the ubiquitous and sur-
prisingly long-term decline of public trust in the governments of
advanced democracies (Pharr and Putnam 2000; Paxton 2002). This
is alarming because public trust in government, or political trust, is
widely believed to be crucial for promoting a cooperative society, a
prosperous economy, and a democratic government (Levi and Stoker
2000). At a minimum, the decline of political trust may be sympto-
matic of serious troubles in the working of a democratic system
(Putnam 2000).

What do we know about political trust in Chinese democracies?
By the end of the 1990s, Taiwan has emerged as the most notable
democracy in East Asia, both because of its dramatic process of
democratization and its political and economic prominence. Within
the short span of a decade, Taiwan has shifted from an authoritar-
1an society under martial law to an open society with elected gov-
ernments at all levels. The island’s first presidential election was held
in 1996 and the party leadership of Taiwan shifted in 2000 when
the decades-long dominance of the Nationalist Party (i.e., the Kuo-
mintang, KMT) ended. The shift was peaceful and orderly—quite
different from the chaos typical of the socialist model in which a
state undergoes a wrenching dual transition to a market economy
and a democratic polity.

Despite the accumulation of substantial data, particularly in Taiwan,
the study of political trust in Chinese societies is only in its infancy
(Chang 1997; Chang 2000; Sheng 2003). To spur further research,
our objective is to produce a model-based quantitative portrait of
the changing public trust in government during the democratic tran-
sition of Taiwan. This model-based estimation of political trust will
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efficiently combine information from comparable items included in
diverse surveys, apply conventional scaling assumptions and a new
methodology to obtain a parsimonious representation of trends with
and without control variables, and therefore provide a set of base-
line findings for more comprehensive and rigorous research on insti-
tutional trust in the future.

As we will explain in section two, the problem of trust in gov-
ernment has been one of the most central and actively researched
issues in the study of democracy and social change. Section three
presents an overview of the political context of the Taiwan case and
argues that the case will extend the literature for modern democra-
cies. Section four describes the data and the methodology we devel-
oped for analyzing the typical survey data on trust in government
and other institutions. Section five addresses three substantive ques-
tions with the data analysis and discusses the basic implications of
the results. Section six concludes the study.

BackeroUND

Trust in Government

A conceptual clarification is in order. The theoretical discussion sur-
rounding political trust is potentially confusing because of the flaccid
use of the term “trust” in the social sciences. Let us start with what
we think trust i3 not: to be sure, it is not the same as assuming a
high probability for what the trusted is likely to do; trust is much
more than having confidence in one’s prediction of the likely behav-
ior of the trusted. In short, trust is not a positivistic judgment or a
projection of what will happen.

For our purposes, trust is a personal action and judgment. Trust
always involves a risky bet on another social being (such as a human
being or a corporate actor). Trust is risky because it entails a choice
to let one’s personal interest depend on the choices of the trusted.
Following Deutsch (1962), then, we think that trust as an action is
to render the truster vulnerable to being betrayed by a person, group,
organization, or an institution. Without this element of vulnerabil-
ity, no trust is involved. As a matter of fact, rational individuals rou-
tinely put themselves at risk for the sake of cooperative relations
(Coleman 1990). Without the ubiquitous presence of trust, the econ-
omy would stall (Granovetter 1985). Trust as a personal judgment
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i1s to evaluate two dimensions of the trusted: (1) a commitment to
act in the interest of the truster even when there is opportunity and
freedom not to do so; (2) sufficient competency to accomplish what
the frosted is entrusted to do.

By trust in government, or political trust, we mean entrusting the
government to act competently and in the interest of the truster
(which may be personal interests or something as broad and diffuse
as the public interest). Consequently, a respondent’s expressed trust
In government herently combines the respondent’s assessments of
officials, system designs, and public policies that together define a
government. While officials, system designs, and public policies may
be conceptually distinguished, the respondent’s assessments of these
aspects of government are necessarily intertwined. This is analogous
to the chicken-and-egg problem of causal ordering. We believe it is
futile and theoretically untenable to try to measure the assessments
as separate dimensions of trust in government. The two are causally
conflated; only their joint or combined effects can be meaningfully
identified.

Furthermore, it is important to stress that our position is entirely
compatible with analytic questions that distinguish between agency
and competency, such as, “Was the change of public trust in the
legislature over time period T due to a change in (a) the design of
the legislative system, (b) the competence of legislators to work with
cach other, or (c) the extent to which legislators serve the public
interest?” These questions are meaningful because changes in agency
may be the key driver of changes for some targets of public trust
while changes in competency may be the key driver of changes for
other targets, and the relative role of the two kinds of changes for
trust in a given target may also vary over time. These analytic ques-
tions only require the statistical identification of agency and compe-
tency as sources of changing public trust, not as ontologically separable
dimensions of trust per se.

Our conception of trust in general, and political trust in particu-
lar, does not ignore the different causal logics that exist for political
and interpersonal trust (Hardin 2000, pp. 32-35), but it does affirm
the meaningfulness of speaking of trust beyond simply interpersonal
trust. Survey questions on trust in government, institutions, rules,
organizations, or groups (Levi and Stoker 2000, p. 476) are as valid
as questions on interpersonal trust. Questions on political trust are
not surrogates for questions on confidence in government. Survey
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questions on political trust solicit the judgments of a respondent about
the dual problems of agency and competency that hinge on how a
government allocates human and material resources and operates
with the respondent’s interest in mind. Survey responses to political
trust are social facts, not intractable or artifactual noises.

Intellectual and Western Contexts

The problem of trust in government coincides well with the recent
surge of interest in the problem of trust in society at large. At least
25 years ago, sociological theorists started to think seriously about
the nature of trust (Luhmann 1979; Barber 1983), which was quickly
ushered onto the social science main stage. An influential network
theorist and economic sociologist first uses the problem of trust to
argue for the causal significance of social embeddedness (Granovetter
1985), later a sociological giant joins the bandwagon and brings the
problem to bear on a rational choice theory of social control and
education (Coleman 1990), and political scientist heavyweights even-
tually link the problem of trust to economic success, social capital,
civil society and democracy (Fukuyama 1995; Putnam 1993, 2000).
Even mainstream economists have started to address the issue of
trust in their flagship journals (Knack and Keefer 1997; La Porta,
Lopez-de-Silanes, Shleifer, and Vishny 1997; Glaeser, Laibson, Scheink-
man, and Soutter, 2000). Recognizing the strategic payofls of a firm
understanding of trust, the Russell Sage Foundation supports an inter-
disciplinary group of distinguished sociologists, political scientists,
philosophers, and social psychologists to organize work groups and
conferences, which have resulted in several books indispensable for
research on trust (Braithwaite and Levi 1998; Cook 2001; Hardin
2002, 2004).

For political scientists and policy makers alike, one of the biggest
and most recurrent concerns of advanced democracies is the ubiq-
uitous and long-term decline of public trust in government during
the last half century. In the case of the United States, Americans
maintain a high level of traditional support for American democracy
and its constitutional system. However, public trust in more specific
wmstitutions has sharply declined for more than three decades. Public
trust has also declined for the electoral process and leaders of nearly all
major institutions (Nye and Zelikow 1997, p. 278). This broad crosion
of trust is also evident in Western Europe and Japan. “Quite apart
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from any temporary disenchantment with the present government
or dissatisfaction with particular leaders, most citizens in the Trilateral
world have become more distrustful of politicians, more skeptical
about political parties, and significantly less confident in their par-
liament and other political institutions” (Pharr, Putnam, and Dalton
2000, p. 18).

Many plausible explanations for the decline have been proposed.
The decline is often interpreted as a symptom of systemic distress,
or even a crisis of democracy occurring throughout the Trilateral
countries (Western Europe, North America, and Japan). Since the
famous Trilateral Commission report on the state of democracy
(Crozier, Huntington, and Watanuki 1975), political distrust has
intensified with every passing decade, yet a definitive explanation
remains elusive. The original report was followed by the seminal
Lipset and Schneider (1983) study that exemplifies the use of mas-
sive survey data to address trust in the American context. Then there
was the large-scale collaborative effort of European scholars result-
ing in a five-volume report entitled Beligfs in Government study (Kaase
and Newton 1995). Focusing primarily on the American case, a team
of mostly Harvard scholars offers a comprehensive assessment of
many single-factor hypotheses as well as available evidence for or
against the hypotheses (Nye, Zelikow, and King 1997). Taking a
broader comparative approach, another team of scholars makes a
second attempt to understand the Trilateral decline of political trust
(Pharr and Putnam 2000), with a focus on the role of diminishing
government performance.

As Kaase and Newton (1995) observe, each period had its popu-
lar grand theory or theories about the state and the future prospect
of advanced democracy. The grand theories originate from diverse
perspectives (Marxist, liberal, and conservative), disciplines (sociol-
ogy, political science, economics, and philosophy), and intellectual
traditions (European and American). This diversity makes it espe-
cially remarkable that these theories all are able to offer their own
interpretations of the decline in political trust. Unfortunately, the
grand “theories are not always explicit about what is cause, what is
effect, and what is symptom, but they all see the same sort of fea-
tures of modern society as cause or effect or symptom...in terms
of growing mass alienation and anomie, increasing political distrust,
political disillusionment, dissatisfaction with democracy, declining
political participation, falling membership of established parties, pres-
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sure groups, and community groups, an increase in electoral volatil-
ity, support for extremist and anti-democratic politics and move-
ments, and a rise of direct political participation, including illegal
and violent action” (Kaase and Newton 1995, p. 37). Similar prob-
lems are also evident with the single-factor hypotheses and Nye and
Zelikow’s (1997) synthesis for the American case. It is fair to say
that both grand theories and single-factor hypotheses, upon close
scrutiny, are only superficially appropriate for understanding the
decline of political trust. After decades of scholarly attempt, the the-
ories and hypotheses are still fragmented, their integration muddled,
and their evidential adequacy ambiguous. In short, the empirical
search for a definitive explanation remains a challenge.'

Tarwan—a Frurr FLy ror DEMocrAcY RESEARCH

Against this intellectual background we will focus our empirical study
on Taiwan. Taiwan is a prominent Chinese economy and a much
publicized example of democratic transition of the Twentieth cen-
tury. Thus the evolution of political trust in Taiwan is not only of
intrinsic interest to scholars of Chinese societies, it should be of value
to the study of democratic transition.

Political Context

What kind of political environment and change does Taiwan rep-
resent? Due to the centrality of Taiwan in Sino-American relations,
the political history of Taiwan is well-known, widely publicized, and
reliable overviews are readily available from general reference book
and on the internet. Instead of chronicling the historical details,
suffice it to remind the reader of the basic government structure and
historical milestones that lay the foundations of modern Taiwan.
For 50 years, the Nationalist Party ruled Taiwan when it left the
Mainland after losing the civil war to the Communist Party. Much
of the political and administrative structure of the KMT government

' We do not attempt to extend the major evaluative efforts of Kaase and Newton
(1995), Nye et al. (1997), and Pharr and Putnam (2000). A critique and update of
these carlier efforts will in itself be a major scholarly project and is therefore beyond
the scope of the present article.



58 TONY TAM AND LY-YUN CHANG

in Taiwan was imported directly from the Mainland. In terms of
power structure, the government of Taiwan consists of the presi-
dency and five administrative branches (Yuan): Executive, Legislative,
Judicial, Examination, and Control. The Executive Yuan is respon-
sible for policy and administration, the Legislative Yuan for law mak-
ing, the Judicial Yuan for administering the court system, the
Examination Yuan for managing the civil service, and the Control
Yuan for the critical review and investigation of the Executive Yuan
for inefficiency and misconduct. The president has authority over
the five branches, including the appointment of the premier who
heads the Executive Yuan. Under martial law since 1948, the regime
was authoritative and repressive, and for decades the society was
considered a police state.

The first critical turn in the democratization of Taiwan occurred
in 1986, when the late President Chiang Ching-kuo ended martial
law. After this first step, the government moved in earnest to cre-
ate an open society and a democratic political system, lifting restric-
tions on the press, personal freedoms, and the organization of
oppositional political parties. Indeed, the Democratic Progressive
Party (DPP) was formed in 1986 and offered a forceful challenge
to the KMT in open elections.

The second critical turn was to subject legislative positions in the
central government to open elections. The Legislative Yuan was first
elected in the 1940s and played only the nominal role as an inde-
pendent branch for making laws. Not until 1992 was there a direct
election of all seats (there was an open election of 130 supplemen-
tary new seats in 1989). Since the implementation of Taiwan’s direct
election system, the Legislative Yuan has become increasingly activist
and assertive relative to the Executive Yuan. In each subsequent
election, the main opposition party—the DPP—won a significant
share of seats. In 2001, the DPP won 88 seats, whereas the KMT
only 66. Two new parties, the People First Party (PFP) and the
Taiwan Solidarity Union (TSU) won 45 and 13 seats, respectively,
and the DPP was unable in most instances to reach a majority sup-
port for its policy positions.

The first National Assembly was elected in 1947 and was respon-
sible for choosing the president and amending the constitution. The
second National Assembly, however, was not elected until 1991. This
National Assembly amended the Constitution in 1994, clearing the
way for the first direct presidential election in 1996. Remarkably, the
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members of the National Assembly voted in 2000 to end their terms
without holding new elections, effectively abolishing the National
Assembly until the Legislative Yuan calls for a new session for con-
stitutional amendments as it did in 2004. The vote also granted the
Legislative Yuan almost exclusive authority over law-making, which
will be complete according to the 2004 blueprint for constitutional
amendments that will eliminate the National Assembly for good. By
the time this article is in print, the National Assembly currently in
session should have completed the constitutional amendments.

The most critical turn of all was another momentous political
event that took place in 2000. Incumbent advantages notwithstand-
ing, the ruling KM party lost its grip on power in a bitterly con-
tested presidential election. The DDP candidate Chen Shui-bian won
the presidency by a slim margin and without winning an absolute
majority. This dramatic outcome was widely hailed as a landmark
indicating the completion of Taiwan’s democratic transition,” and
forever changed the political ecology of Taiwan.

Confronted by a fast growing economy and vibrant civil society
in the 1980s, Taiwan was driven to the crossroads in creating an
open, yet stable government. Democratization was the choice, and
in 1986 the government ended martial law and opened itself to party
competition. The move was understandably cautious on the part of
the ruling regime and some segments of the populace. Nevertheless,
just five years after the ending of martial law, Taiwan launched a
full-fledged democratization of the central government. By early 2000,
the democratic transition was complete.

Intellectual Relevance

What are the potential payofls of studying the Taiwan case apart
from the intrinsic relevance of Taiwan as a major Chinese society
outside the Mainland? We consider Taiwan an invaluable case for
studying the evolutionary dynamic of political trust during democ-
ratic transition.

? Historically, an emerging democracy must complete at least two peaceful trans-
fers of power through free elections before the democracy becomes stable and viable
(Huntington 1991, p. 17). Here we speak of democratic transition without assum-
ing long-term success.
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Taiwan is a young democracy. For better or worse, this infant
democracy was ushered into adulthood without the luxury of hav-
ing a childhood as Taiwan peacefully completed a democratic tran-
siion within 10 years—a remarkably short period of time by all
historical standards. The brevity of this transition offers social sci-
entists a remarkable opportunity, which can be compared to the
opportunity that fruit flies offer biologists. Fruit flies have very short
life cycles, hence facilitating the observations of biological changes
over the course of the life-cycle and across many generations of evo-
lution. Although a decade is brief in absolute terms, the democra-
tic transition and the macro-context have in face occurred extremely
rapidly. Taiwan’s accelerated rate of political change and contextual
conditions will prove to be a helpful source of statistical information
for separating short-term fluctuations from structural trends.

In addition, Taiwan’s democratic transition began after the vision,
expertise, and funding for conducting repeated social surveys were
well established in academia. In effect, the infrastructure for data
collection was already in place before the transition was in motion.
Thus Taiwan’s democratic transition is uniquely positioned to pro-
vide data and insights into the evolution of political trust over the
entire period of its democratic transition. Given that Taiwan’s demo-
cratic processes began in the 1990s, one does not have to reach far
back into history to verify facts about the changing context. Therefore
over the course of this study, we will analyze data spanning the
period 1990—-2003, a window of observation covering the evolution
of a very young democracy.

How is the Western literature related to the Taiwan case? We
have pointed out that the Western literature on political trust has
produced many grand theories and single-factor hypotheses for the
long-term and widespread decline in the political trust of the pub-
lic in the Trilateral countries. However, the literature has yet to pro-
duce unambiguous evidence for a general explanation. Thus the
Taiwan case cannot be motivated as a test of an established hypoth-
esis, nor is it possible for a single case to resolve the empirical stale-
mate in the literature. Nonetheless, this literature is relevant to the
present case in two ways. First, it presents a variety of major findings
that are at odds with many popular hypotheses for the West, and
hence providing the much needed cautionary tales for anyone who
tries to apply one of the popular hypotheses to explain the Taiwanese
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findings. Second, Taiwan has witnessed an overall rise and decline
of political trust that is qualitatively similar to the postwar trends of
political trust among the Trilateral democracies, rendering Taiwan
a potentially relevant comparative case for the Trilateral phenomenon.

In the absence of a strong guiding hypothesis from the Western
literature, our approach will be descriptive and inductive, instead of
the conventional norm of starting with well-posed hypotheses and
designing the empirical analysis around the testing of hypotheses.
Our analytic focus will be the measurement and modeling of the
temporal trends of political trust in Taiwan. We will discuss poten-
tial interpretations of the findings in the concluding section but have
to leave the task of systematic theory testing to future research.

Data anpD METHOD

Data

While data on trust are relatively plentiful in Taiwan, in-depth analy-
ses often require data that are available only in few surveys and lim-
ited points in time. To chart the temporal trends of political trust
across the entire period of the democratic transition, we have to give
up the potential for a variety of in-depth analyses. Nonetheless, the
findings on temporal trends are fundamental, as these trends are
important baseline facts with which any credible theory of political
trust in Taiwan must reconcile.

Data used for analysis in this paper are extracted from 33 sur-
veys conducted by four different institutions during the period between
1990 and 2003: (1) Taiwan Social Image Surveys (TSIS), 1990—2003,
(2) United News Surveys (UNS), 1990—1996, (3) Taiwan Social Ethics
Foundation Surveys (TSEF), 2001-2002, and (4) Taiwan Social
Change Surveys (T'SCS), 1990-2001. These surveys employed two
methods of data collection. Taiwan Social Change Surveys used face-
to-face interviews, whereas all the other surveys used telephone inter-
views. Given the close correspondence between the population of
households with telephones and those without, the two target pop-
ulations are practically the same. The main qualification is that tele-
phone interviews tend to under-represent individuals without a regular
phone, face-to-face interviews based on household registration tend
to under-represent individuals who, for work or other reasons, do
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not live in the household with which they are registered as residents.
Appendix A reports the sources and years of data available for our
analysis.’

To maintain interpretive consistency, we impose two criteria to
determine whether a questionnaire item on trust is eligible for our
data analysis: (1) The question directly asks respondents about the
level they #rust a target. (For instance, “To what extent do you trust
the Executive Yuan?”) (2) The answers are coded on a four-point
Likert scale. (Thus, the categories of trust ratings are collapsed from
a six-point scale into a four-point scale in the 1995 and 2000 TSCS.)
The only exception is to the first criterion and involves the indica-
tor for generalized trust, i.e., trust placed in a generic other in soci-
ety. In the 2001 and 2002 TSEF, and the 2003 TSIS, the question
is standard: “How do you trust others in general (most people in
society)?” The answers range from “strongly trust” to “strongly dis-
trust”. This question fits the first criterion very well. However, the
question we include from TSCS is of a different form: “Do you
agree that human beings are not trustworthy’?” or “Do you agree
that ‘nobody 1is trustworthy’?” The answers range from “strongly
agree” to “strongly disagree”. We treat the two items as equivalent
after consistently coding higher trust with a higher score.

Appendix B presents the detailed list of 49 targets for trust rat-
ings. They are classified into six categories: (1) non-elected govern-
ment institutions, such as the Executive Yuan, (2) elected government
institutions, such as the Legislative Yuan, (3) the military, (4) non-
government institutions, (5) professional roles, including professors
and judges, and (6) generalized others in society. While categories
1—4 are explicitly institutional targets, survey respondents may think
either in terms of the organization or the people who run the orga-
nization. Category 5 may be interpreted as institutionalized roles or
as natural persons in specific occupations. Category 6 is explicitly
about natural persons.

We pooled data for a total of 49 distinct targets of trust ratings
available in any of the 33 surveys. Since the data are from different
surveys conducted by different institutions at different points in time,

* In terms of population coverage, we only include nationally representative sur-
veys. In terms of response rate, a typical face-to-face survey here has a refusal rate
of about 10%, whereas a typical CATT survey has a refusal rate of 15%.



PUBLIC TRUST IN A GOVERNMENT UNDER DEMOCRATIC TRANSITION 63

some almost equivalent institutional targets are called by slightly
different names. For instance, medical centers, large hospitals, pub-
lic hospitals, and health care organizations obviously overlap but do
not necessarily inspire equivalent levels of trust.

Since the trust data are ordinal and involve so many items, descrip-
tive statistics will be too overwhelming to present. It is therefore
more instructive to take a preliminary look at the ratings for two
specific government institutions at selected time points. Figure 1
graphically summarizes the percentage distributions. Figure 1A pre-
sents the percentage distribution of trust for the Executive Yuan in
1990, 1995, 2001-2003. According to these figures, political trust
has been on the decline from 1990 to 2003, in fact, cross-tabulation
shows a sharp increase of distrust since 2001. Only 22% of the
respondents indicated distrust in the Executive Yuan in 1990, and
the proportion remained at 22% in 1995. But the percentage of dis-
trust rose to 49% in 2001, 48% in 2002, and 49% in 2003. Figure
1B shows a similar decline of trust in the Legislative Yuan during
the same period. In fact, distrust for the Legislative Yuan is much
higher than that for the Executive Yuan. In 1990, 55% of the respon-
dents expressed distrust of the Legislative Yuan. The percentage
dipped to 48% in 1995 but rose to 67% in 2001, 78.5% in 2002,
and 75% in 2003. For both institutions, then, a decline in trust is
apparent.

Analytic Strategy

The methodology used in this study consists of three components.
The first is measurement assumptions, the second is the transfor-
mation of typical data format of variables extracted from a survey
into a format suitable for a model-based analysis, and the third is a
statistical framework capable of handling responses drawn from
repeated cross-sections and multiple responses (trust ratings for mul-
tiple targets) from the same respondent. The methodology we use
has been extensively described and illustrated in a companion paper
(Chang and Tam forthcoming). Here we will only highlight the mea-
surement assumptions necessary for the interpretation of findings and
the major analytic advantages of the methodology.

Measurement assumptions.— 1o produce a model-based quantitative
portrait of the changing public trust in government during the demo-
cratic transition of Taiwan, we need a model-based estimation of
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Figure 1. Percentage Dustributions of Trust in the Executwe Yuan and the
Legislative Yuan for Selected Years
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political trust that can efficiently pool (1) information from diverse
sources and (2) trust ratings on many institutional targets. However,
we must make certain measurement assumptions. Surprisingly, only
two conventional assumptions implicit in the descriptive item-by-item
analysis of trust data are necessary for our purposes. With the notable
exception of Paxton (1999) who utilizes a structural equation mod-
eling (SEM) framework, prior studies have assumed that (1) the same
ordinal rating on a trust item is statistically comparable over time
and across surveys; (2) the same ordinal rating on two different items
are statistically comparable. These two assumptions are precisely what
we need for pooling data across different trust items, aggregating
categories of trust (e.g. non-elected government institutions versus
elected government institutions), scaling the ordinal ratings simulta-
neously for all items, and comparing trends of different categories
of trust. The most important payoff from successfully pooling the
data and simultaneously scaling the ordinal ratings of diverse items
is a coherent framework to statistically model the temporal patterns
of levels of trust and compare the patterns for different types of trust.

The workhorse of our statistical analysis is a random-effects ordered
logistic regression model. This model generalizes the conventional
ordered logistic regression model by taking into account the poten-
tial statistical complications that may arise from the clustering of
multiple responses due to the same respondent.* This is a simple but
flexible model-based framework for studying trends. It permits us to
go well beyond nearly all previous studies of political trust and offers
eight major analytic advantages of power, interpretation, and rigor.

Powerful Use of Available Data.—(1) The model-based estimation of
political trust efficiently combines information across diverse surveys. (2
Our analysis does not only pool data across surveys, but also fol-
lows a disciplined approach to pooling data across a wide-range of
institutional and non-institutional targets. (3) The method has minimal req-
uisite requirements for data completeness, as the model-based estimation of

* In technical terms, the ordered logistic model possesses two special features:
(1) it allows for respondent-specific random-effects and (2) it produces standard
crrors that are robust against a varicty of correlation structure among the error
components of the responses from the same respondent. To estimate this class
of model, the easiest way is to use the ologit command of STATA. Alternatively,
specialized software packages, such as LIMDEP, MPlus, and HLM, can also estimate
the model and a variety of its extensions.
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trends leverages smoothness to interpolate scores for those years with-
out any data on some or all items.

Interpretive Ease.—(4) Even though the observed ratings of trust are
ordered categories, the model-based analysis produces estimates of
an unobserved, continuous variable of trust. Specifically, the ordered
logistic regression model of political trust optimally scales ordinal ratings
of trust by assuming that a continuous one-dimensional concept of
trust underlies the ordinal ratings. Political trust can then be pre-
sented in terms of a standardized metric of interval scale, in stark con-
trast to most previous empirical studies that analyze trust ratings as
categorical variables that make it difficult to precisely characterize
temporal trends, quantify differences, or combine information across
institutional targets.” (5) Parsimonious models of trends: To map out the
temporal patterns of trust, we allow for nonlinear trends. Through
nonparametric analysis of the temporal patterns, we determine that
a quadratic functional form is flexible enough to capture and reveal
the trends of different types of trust. Thus, our main analysis always
includes a quadratic specification of the shape of a trend. (6) Due
to the aforementioned advantages, the model-based framework leads
to much more compact graphical representations of trends that are funda-
mentally different than conventional representations (mostly item-
specific percentage distributions of trust ratings). The formats of results
of this paper are very different than the formats of those reported
in seminal empirical studies of political trust (e.g., Lipset and Schneider
1983; Nye, Zelikow, and King 1997). We no longer have to trade
off between (a) manually aggregating institutional targets into a small
number of broadly defined targets and (b) wrestling with a large
number of graphs or tables, each devoted to a subset of institutional
targets. Nor do we have to follow the conventional practice: sub-
jectively reconcile information across tables, conduct visual synthesis
of different graphs, and then verbally summarize the overall per-
ception of trends in political trust.

Statistical Rigor—(7) The perception of temporal trends used to
be informal and quite subjective. Our framework enhances inter-
subjectivity by providing statistical tests of (a) the shape of a trend and

> Compared to the prevailing approaches to analyzing ordinal trust rating data,
the model-based scaling procedure actually simplifies the analysis of ordinal data
without losing statistical rigor.
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(b) similarity in the temporal trends of trust in different targets. (8)
The modeling framework estimates trends with and without control
variables, hence greatly facilitating (a) multiwariate analysis and (b) the
lests of competing hypotheses (Tam 2001, pp. 268—272).

Two additional notes are worth emphasizing. First, one of the
common analytic questions in the analysis of trend is to distinguish
age, period, and cohort effects. In our modeling framework, it is
straightforward to distinguish period effects from age/cohort effects,
but we cannot distinguish age and birth cohort effects using repeated
cross-sections without making overly strong identifying assumptions.
But for the purposes of this paper, identifying period effects is para-
mount. With our modeling framework, the separation is easy to
implement and will not complicate the presentation of results by pro-
liferating tables or figures for cohort-specific trends. So long as we
can distinguish age/birth cohort effects from period effect (what we
call temporal trends or patterns in this paper), we can address the
central substantive questions without any problem.

Second, the methodology is equally applicable to the analysis of
attitudinal survey data. The method is not specific to the analysis of
trust ratings. It is useful for scaling ordinal ratings of any attitudi-
nal data and for synthesizing data of multiple attitudinal items pooled
from multiple surveys over many years (Chang and Tam forthcoming).

REsuLTs

Although it took much preparatory data management and pro-
gramming to complete the data analysis of a massive amount of
information, the essential findings from our analysis are succinctly
summarized in Table 1. Because the substantive results consist of
many nonlinear trends estimated for different types of public trust,
we also produce graphics that offer the most convenient and parsi-
monious representations of the temporal trends. For most practical
purposes, the shape and relative distance are of the most substan-
tive interest to researchers. In this case, the Y-axis represents the
level of estimated trust in terms of a standardized metric of interval
scale. For instance, a score of 0.5 stands for half a standard devia-
tion of the unobserved level of trust postulated to underline the ordi-
nal ratings of trust.

We will organize the results as answers to two kinds of questions.
The first kind consists of three substantive questions of comparative
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trends that are of interest to students of political trust. The second
kind is a question of robustness: the extent to which the results may
be sensitive to the pooling of data across surveys based on different
data collection methods and targeting respondents of somewhat
different characteristics.

Comparing Trends

What s the temporal pattern of public trust in the non-elected segment of
the government’—To most citizens, the non-elected segment of the
government in Taiwan is the largest and most relevant to their
daily lives, as it is essentially the executive branch that implements
government duties and has direct impacts on the well-being of all
citizens. Figure 2 presents the results for non-eclected government
institutions reported in columns 2 (quadratic trend) and 4 (annual
fit) of Table 1. By visual inspect, the level of public trust appears to
be relatively stable for much of the 1990s before taking a noticeable
downward turn by 2001, when there was a transfer of power from
the five-decade long ruling party. However, a simple quadratic curve
fits the data very well when compared to the annual fit that does
not impose any functional form restriction on the trend. When restrict-
ing the analysis to the brief period from 1991-1996 (excluding 1990
and 1997-2003),° we continue to find a statistically significant decline,
even though the quadratic term is insignificant. To the credit of our
modeling framework, we can even precisely say that the average
annual decline over this six-year period is .03 standard deviation of
the unobserved metric of trust, and this rate of decline is the same
as the rate of decline for trust in generalized others.

How consistent s the temporal pattern with the patterns of public trust for
other parts of the government’—Figure 3 tells us that the pattern in Fig-
ure 2 is not unique to the non-clected institutions of the govern-
ment and not driven by the unusually low level of trust in 1990.
Distinguishing government institutions into non-elected, elected, and
the military, the patterns are remarkably similar. All three have the
shape of an inverted U, as Taiwan was rapidly undergoing democ-
ratic transition. Political trust seems to have risen mildly early in the
democratic transition before taking a downward turn afterward. It

¢ To simplify presentation, we omit all results based on a subset of the observed
period. The results are available from the authors upon request.
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Table 1. Ordered Logistic Models of Temporal Changes in Political and
Other Types of Trust in Tawan, 1990—2003

(1) (2) (3) ()

Quadratic Quadratic Linear Annual Fit

Level in 1996 (relative to non-elected govt)

Elected Govt —0.225%* —0.204** —0.069%* —0.130%*

(0.017) (0.017) (0.016) (0.026)

Military 0.674** 0.661%* 0.794%* 0.784%*

(0.036) (0.036) (0.035) (0.039)
Non-govt —0.051%* —0.048%* 0.086%* 0.025
(0.014) (0.018) (0.010) (0.024)
Professional -0.019 —-0.023 0.111%* 0.051*
(0.016) (0.016) (0.013) (0.025)
Generalized Others —0.301%* —0.335%* —0.202%* —0.262%*
(0.019) (0.019) (0.015) (0.027)

Trend

Non-elected Govt ~ —0.033** —0.028%* —0.033%* [Yearly
Linear (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) Coefs
Quadratic —0.743** —0.708%* Omilted)

(0.058) (0.057)

Elected Govt —0.036%* —0.030%* —0.030%* —0.030%*
Linear (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Quadratic —1.047%* —1.090%* —1.092%* —1.098%*

(0.064) (0.064) (0.064) (0.064)

Military —0.111%* —0.110%* —0.110%* —0.109**
Linear (0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.035)
Quadratic —1.693%* —1.694%* —1.694%* —1.693%*

(0.648) (0.646) (0.646) (0.646)

Non-govt —0.015%* —0.012% —0.011%* —0.011%*
Linear (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Quadratic —0.209%* —0.232%* —0.233%* —0.234%*

(0.040) (0.040) (0.040) (0.040)

Professional —0.040%* —0.037%* —0.037%* —0.037%*
Linear (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Quadratic —-0.079 —0.064 —0.064 —0.064

(0.064) (0.064) (0.064) (0.064)

Generalized Others  —0.034%* —0.032%* —0.032%* —0.032%*
Linear (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Quadratic —0.125% —-0.062 —0.062 —-0.062

(0.049) (0.049) (0.049) (0.049)

Controls

Whether Included  No Yes Yes Yes

Latent R-sq 0.062 0.069 0.068 0.071

Note: * significant at 5%; ** significant at 1%; standard errors in parentheses; valid N is
191,873 for all models; linear and quadratic coefficients correspond to interaction of a vari-
able with year and year-squared, respectively; all quadratic coeflicients have been multiplied
by 100 to improve readability; control variables include age group, education, gender, and
survey methodology.
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Figure 2. Estimated Trend of Public Trust in Non-elected Government Institutions,
Annual Fit (Year-specific Estimates) and Quadratic Functional Form (Source: Models
2 and 4 of Table 1, respectively)
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Figure 3. Estimated Trends of Public Trust in the Military, Non-elected, and
Elected Government Institutions, Allowing for the Quadratic Functional Form (Source:
Model 2 of Table 1)
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is especially remarkable that the trends are so similar despite the
fact that generally speaking, the public consistently places strong trust
in the military more than in the other institutions of the govern-
ment. The public rates the non-elected institutions higher than the
elected institutions, despite having electoral control over the elected
institutions. The qualitative pattern remains the same when analysis
1s restricted to the brief period from 1991-1996.

Is the decline specific to the government, or is it a general decline of trust
throughout society?—Put differently, it is possible that there is nothing
peculiar to decline of public trust in government, as the pattern may
hold for all spheres of social life. Figures 4 and 5 provide relevant
results for examining this possibility. Figure 4 compares the trend of
non-elected government with the trend of non-government institu-
tions. Although the trend of trust in non-government institutions
slopes downward, the quadratic term (—.232) is only a small fraction
of that of non-elected government institutions (—.708). The curvature
is the smallest of all statistically significant nonlinear trends in Table
1. Figure 5 compares the trends of generalized trust and trust in
professionals (mainly professors and judges) with the trend of trust
in elected government institutions. The trends of trust in generalized
others and professionals show an unmistakable decline, starting early
in the 1990s. In sum, although the inverted-U shape pattern is likely
related specifically to political trust in the elected, non-elected, and
military segments of the Taiwan government, the declining trend is
shared by most of the public trust we examined.

Sensitivity Analysis

Are the resulls dependent on the mix of respondents and survey methods’—As
noted above, the data sources employ different survey methods and
cover a period of rapid social change. First, consider survey meth-
ods. Some employ telephone interviews while others use face-to-face
interviews. The two survey methods use different sampling techniques
and by definition the interviews are conducted in different formats.
Telephone interviews are somewhat less personal than are face-to-
face interviews. It is legitimate to ask whether different survey meth-
ods produce systematic differences in trust ratings. Second, consider
the composition of respondents. From 1990 to 2003, Taiwan has
undergone a great deal of demographic changes. Among the changes
are an acceleration of higher education expansion, a growing emigration
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Figure 4. Estimated Trends of Public Trust in Non-government and Non-elected
Government Institutions, Allowing for the Quadratic Functional Form (Source: Model
2 of Table 1)
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Figure 5. Estimated Trends of Public Trust in Professionals, Generalized Others,
and Elected Government Institutions, Allowing for the Quadratic Functional Form
(Source: Model 2 of Table 1)
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to other countries after the 1995 missile crisis across the Taiwan
Strait, an increasing relocation of hundreds of thousands of entre-
preneurs, professionals, and even lesser skilled workers to the Mainland,
and a massive influx of foreign brides from the Mainland and
Southeast Asian countries. It is therefore prudent to check whether
the results are seriously dependent on the changing mix of respon-
dents over time and the different survey methods used by different
sources.

To investigate both possibilities, we offer a simple test. Models 1
and 2 of Table 1 are estimated without and with control variables
(respondent’s gender, education, age, and method of interview).
Comparing the numerical estimates is informative of the extent to
which the estimated trends are likely dependent on the mix of respon-
dents or survey methods. The numerical results of the two models
turn out to be very similar. We may therefore conclude that the
estimated trends are robust to respondent composition and survey
methods. This finding is reassuring, even though sensitivity analysis
should continue in the future.

Implications

The basic findings have successfully synthesized a great deal of diverse
information hidden in the complex array of survey data. The results
signify a major advance over prior studies with regard to the scale
and scope of data coverage and the compact representation of the
changing patterns of trust. However, the results invite many possi-
ble interpretations. While proposing interpretations is easy, narrow-
ing down the interpretations is much more challenging because so
many potentially crucial factors are confounded with each other.
Given the paucity of reliable findings in the current literature on
Taiwan’s political trust, we believe a careful comparison of the trends
of different types of public trust is the prudent and productive start-
ing point. Two major findings stand out: (1) as figure 3 demon-
strates, there is a remarkable convergence of temporal trends (but
not the levels of trust) across very different segments of the govern-
ment, and (2) as figures 4 and 5 show, even non-government insti-
tutions have witnessed a decline of public trust and the onset of the
decline is well before 2000.

7 Apart from trust in institutions, trust in generalized others also declined over
much of the 1990s.
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Deserving special emphasis are the implications for a credible
explanation for the decline of political trust in Taiwan. Our model-
based aggregation of government institutions and mapping of tem-
poral trend shows in figure 3 a striking convergence of the temporal
trends of three very different segments of government (elected, non-
elected, and military).? The three institutions receive distinctly different
levels of trust rating, they are organized under very different prin-
ciples, and they have undergone very different challenges, events,
and transformations at different times within the observation period
(data on the military are available for 1991, 1993, 1995, and 1996).
In light of these differences, the convergence is truly remarkable.
The convergence (especially between the trends of elected and non-
elected government institutions) cannot be explained by any idio-
syncratic explanation of the trends for individual segments, such as
those based on nstitutional-specific, segment-specific, or episodic factors,
events, or transformations. If the common trends do not share a
common logic, their convergence is purely coincidental. While con-
vergence by chance is always a possibility, it does not seem to be a
probable one. The most promising explanation, we believe, is one
of those explanatory mechanisms that transcend the boundaries of
government institutions, segments, and specific time periods (espe-
cially not tied to events and changes since 2000). An explanatory
mechanism is all the more credible if it can also explain the decline
of public trust in non-government institutions and in professionals.

This is a tall order. We are not aware of any single hypothesis
that can interpret all the declining trends without invoking chance
as an explanation for the conspicuous convergence. For instance, any
hypothesis that puts an emphasis on the change of regime in 2000
does not work well as a credible explanation. As reported earlier,
the decline in political trust is evident even before 2000 (based on
analysis restricted to the 1990s) and the legislature has always been
under the control of the KMT throughout the observation period

8 Greater disaggregation may be warranted in future extensions of the analysis
here, provided that for any specific analysis the analyst makes a well-justified tradeoff
between the details of disaggregation and the availability of comparable data over
time. More direct tests of competing hypotheses should also be conducted when we
have data containing the necessary contextual information and covering a sufficiently
long period of the democratic transition.
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of this study (1990-2003). In fact, the decline of trust in the military
is evident by 1996. For the same reasons, the findings cannot be
casily reconciled with macroeconomic stories such as the 1997 Asian
financial crisis, economic decline in the aftermath of the devastating
921 earthquake in 1999, or the loss of market confidence when KMT
lost its hold on the presidency and the executive branch since 2000.

CONCLUSION

Sociologists have long held that trust is pervasive and essential for
social life. Politics and governance are no exception. Trust in gov-
ernment has also caught the attention of political scientists for a long
time. Too much trust is dangerous for democracy, which demands
a healthy degree of skepticism. Too little trust is costly for democ-
ratic governance, which cannot be eflicient with every actor suspi-
cious of each other and unwilling to cooperate. Nevertheless, political
trust is often used as an indicator of the health of a democracy.
In this study, we contribute an empirical analysis of the evolution
of political trust during the democratic transition of Taiwan. We
adopt a methodological strategy that permits us to go well beyond
nearly all previous studies of political trust. Our analysis pools sur-
vey data, analyzes ordinal trust data across a wide range of institu-
tional and non-institutional targets, and statistically estimate the
temporal trends of political trust. The central analytic task is to obtain
a model-based scaling of trust and parametrically model the tem-
poral trends of different types of trust in Taiwan over the period
from 1990-2003. Our objective is to offer a set of baseline findings
that should inform future theory construction, research design, data
collection, and in-depth analysis of specialized issues of political trust.
While Taiwanese data are relatively plentiful, we are limited by
our focus on charting the temporal trend across the entire period of
the democratic transition. This focus prevents us from conducting
in-depth analyses that are much more demanding in the complete-
ness of data over time. After all, the objective of this study is not
about hypothesis testing. Nevertheless, our model-based scaling of
trust ratings, aggregation of institutions, and specification of tempo-
ral trends have produced two major new findings: (1) a remarkable
convergence of temporal trends but not the levels of trust across very
different segments of the government, and (2) a broad decline of
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public trust that goes beyond government institutions and started
before 2000.

While future research is needed to determine the explanation for
the trends of political trust in Taiwan, the findings have nontrivial
implications for where the true explanation(s) is likely to be found.
The implications are similar to what Pharr et al. (2000) draw from
the ubiquitous and long-term decline of political trust in the Trilateral
countries during the last half century. Pharr et al. (2000) notes the
scope (institutional and physical locations) of the decline, relative
proximity of the onset of the decline across countries, and the long-
term (i.e. continuing, sustained) decline. They think the pattern
strongly suggests that the decline cannot be due to any episodic event
(riots of the 1960s, the 1973 oil crisis), so-called factors involving
proper nouns (such as Nixon, Thatcher), cyclical factors (notably
macroeconomic business cycles), or country-specific experiences. The
continuing downward trend is particularly challenging. It signifies a
causal process that started a long time ago and actually strength-
ened over time. A convincing explanation for the Trilateral phe-
nomenon must be able to accommodate this stylized fact. In a similar
vein, we suggest that the explanation(s) for the Taiwan case is unlikely
to be based on wstitutional-specific, segment-specific, or episodic events, fac-
tors, or transformations. Since 1990, a relatively general explanatory
mechanism is likely the engine of political trust in Taiwan.
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Appendix A. Data Sources

TSIS UNS TSEFS TSCS Yearly Total
1990 CATI/1,174 CATI/ 682 Face/2,476 5,482
CATI/ 1,150
1991 CATI/ 3,495 Face/1,119 5,615
CATI/ 1,663 Face/2325
1992  CATI/1,541 CATI/ 978
CATI/ 572 Face/1,315 4,406
1993 CATI/ 1,513 Face/1,661
Face/1,666 4,840
1995 CATI/ 1,920 Face/2,041 3,961
1996 CATI/ 1,656
CATI/ 869
CATI/ 702
CATI/ 667 Face/1,837 5,731
1998 Face/1,874
Face/1,767 3,461
2000 Face/1,873 1,873
2001  CATI/1,230 CAT1/1,072 Face/2,051 4,353
2002  CATI/1,161 CATI/1,068 2,229
CATI/1,718
2003  SARSI1/907
*SARS2/1,151 3,776
Total 8,882 12,880 2,140 22,005 45,907

Note: Taiwan Social Image Surveys (TSIS), United News Surveys (UNS), and Taiwan
Social Ethics Foundation Surveys (T'SEFS) are periodic telephone interviews of rep-
resentative samples of the population in Taiwan; Taiwan Social Change Surveys
(T'SCS) is periodic face-to-face interviews of representative samples based on the
national household registration records. While telephone interviews tend to under-
represent individuals without a regular phone, face-to-face interview based on house-
hold registration under-represent individuals who, for work or other reasons, do
not live in the household with which they are registered as residents.
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