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Preface

Project summary

TRUEDEM is a 3-year multinational research project funded by the Horizon program of the
European Commission with several core objectives. TRUEDEM aims to design and implement a
complex research effort to collect comprehensive evidence on the perceptions of trust and
judgments of trustworthiness in a range of European states. The project will create a robust and
comprehensive knowledge base on long-term dynamics and predictors of trust in political
institutions of representative democracy (parties, executives, parliaments, judiciary etc.) in the EU.
TRUEDEM will examine the role of new patterns of electoral behaviour, impact of socioeconomic
transformations, the erosion of old and emergence of new political cleavages for the inclusiveness,
representativity and legitimacy in European democracies, and political trust. TRUEDEM will
identify strategies to address the demands and needs of citizens expressed via both electoral and
non-electoral forms of political participation as means to enhance active engagement and inclusion
and thus booster inclusive and responsive decision-making and governance in Europe. TRUEDEM
will distinguish clusters of values that can hinder or foster pro-democratic values and attitudes and
thus contribute to the barriers and opportunities to re-invigorating and enhancing representative
democratic systems. Finally, TRUEDEM will develop a comprehensive and transparent toolbox of
policy interventions including recommendations, toolkits and methodologies for enhancing trust in
political institutions, boosting transparency inclusiveness of representative systems. TRUEDEM is
coordinated in Austria with partners in Czechia, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, Romania,
Slovakia, Slovenia, Sweden, and Ukraine. The three-year program runs from January 2023 to
December 2025.

Annotation of the Deliverable (D6.4)

This document is a part of work package 6 (Social media and political trust: democracy backing or
democracy destabilization), led by Univerzita Komenského v Bratislave, team leader Pavol Babos).
This document presents research focused on how social media reshapes political trustworthiness in
the EU. Our findings reveal that intensive social media use systematically increases the public's
valuation of authenticity while diminishing the importance of traditional virtues like integrity and
impartiality. This suggests social media is recalibrating democratic accountability by prioritizing a
politician's performative relatability over their ethical conduct.
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1 Introduction

Political trust, broadly defined as citizens' confidence in political institutions and actors, stands as
a cornerstone of democratic governance (Almond & Verba, 1963; Putnam, 1993). It is a critical
indicator of political legitimacy and is widely regarded as a necessary condition for the stability
and survival of political regimes (Easton, 1965; Mishler & Rose, 2001). Political trust functions as
areservoir of goodwill, enabling governments to function effectively, especially during times when
day-to-day performance may not meet public expectations (Easton, 1975). The erosion of this trust,
and, consequentially also the trustworthiness of political institutions, therefore presents a challenge
to democratic health, potentially leading to decreased civic participation, challenges to
governmental authority, and increased political instability (Mishler & Rose, 2001; Hooghe &
Marien, 2013).

The contemporary era is defined by a fundamental transformation in the information environment,
marked by the rise of social media platforms over legacy news media as primary sources of political
information for a significant portion of the global population (Curtice, Mezzanzanica, & Bailey,
2025; IPSOS, 2023). Where traditional media once served as gatekeepers and interpreters of
political reality, social media presents a disintermediated, fragmented, and algorithmically curated
landscape. This new digital public sphere is characterized by the rapid and often unverified spread
of information, the creation of ideologically homogenous communities, and the capacity for
political actors to communicate directly with the public, bypassing traditional journalistic scrutiny
(Iyengar et al., 2019; Ceron & Memoli, 2015; Chadwick, 2007). Understanding the impact of this
new environment on the foundations of political trustworthiness is the goal of this study.

In recent years, the information environment has been rapidly developing and changing,
particularly the social media. Not only the rate of political news consumption has risen
continuously, also the way political agents use of social media for political communication has
evolved. Building upon these developments, this study seeks to empirically examine how the
transformation of the information environment reshapes citizens’ perceptions of political
trustworthiness. Specifically, we aim to explore how social media use as a source of political
information influences both the evaluation and the criteria of trust in political actors and
institutions. Accordingly, we pose the following research questions. First, how does the use of
social media as a source of political information affect citizens’ perceptions of performance-based
trustworthiness in political actors and institutions? Second, how does social media use influence
the relative importance that citizens assign to various dimensions of political trustworthiness, such
as competence, integrity, impartiality, and authenticity?

We will argue that, partly due to the rapid development in this area, the influence of social media
on political trustworthiness cannot be understood through a single theoretical lens. Rather, it is the
result of a complex interplay of technological, social, and psychological forces that have catalysed
a shift in the way people form judgments on trust in political actors. In particular, platform features
and user behaviour shift processing from institutional performance-based cues (integrity,
impartiality, competence) toward relational cues (authenticity) via (at least) three mechanisms:
social, technological and psychological. In the following section of this paper we present the
theoretical explanatory framework which combines the social, technological and psychological
perspectives on the social media functioning and their impact on political trustworthiness.
Subsequently, the methodological section presents the design of our empirical studies. In the
empirical section we show the results of hypotheses testing. The last section of this paper discusses
the changes in the information environment and how it impacts political trustworthiness, put in
context of the whole TRUEDEM project work package on social media.
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2 Theoretical Background

2.1 The Architecture of Political Trustworthiness

The central thesis of Norris (2022) posits that trustworthiness can be understood as an informal
social contract. In this model, citizens, acting as "principals," delegate authority to political
institutions and actors, the "agents," to act on their behalf. This delegation inherently involves risk
and uncertainty, as principals cannot fully monitor or control the actions of their agents (Norris,
2024). Trust, therefore, is the expectation that these agents will fulfil their responsibilities
according to the terms of this implicit contract (Norris, 2022). Public judgments about the
trustworthiness of government are, in this view, reflections on the quality of that agent's
performance and adherence to procedural norms.

This "trust-as-performance" thesis conceptualizes political trustworthiness not as a blind faithor a
stable cultural trait, but as a dynamic evaluation based on tangible evidence of government conduct
(Norris, 2024). Norris identifies three primary criteria that citizens use to make these judgments:
competence, integrity, and impartiality. Crucially, Norris's framework acknowledges that the
accuracy of these public judgments is not guaranteed. She theorizes that these assessments are
mediated by two critical factors: the information environment and the cognitive skills of citizens
(Norris, 2022). An open and diverse information environment, combined with a citizenry
possessing the skills to critically evaluate information, is more likely to produce accurate
assessments of trustworthiness. Conversely, in a closed or polluted information environment, or
among citizens with poor cognitive skills, judgments can become flawed, leading to either
excessive cynicism (underestimating performance) or credulous faith (overestimating
performance) (Norris, 2022).

This institution-centric, performance-based model can be contrasted with cultural theories of trust.
These alternative frameworks propose that trust in political institutions is not primarily an
evaluation of current performance but is instead an extension of broader, deeply ingrained cultural
norms about social trust (Mishler & Rose, 2001). Without going into unnecessary details, this
distinction is vital for the reason that it sets up a fundamental tension: is trust a rational response to
present actions, or is it a stable predisposition resistant to new information? Norris's framework
leans heavily toward the former, but its reliance on the information environment provides the
crucial bridge to understanding how this rational process can be impacted by the rise of social
media reliance.

2.2 The Role of Media: From '""Malaise'" to a "Virtuous Circle"

The information environment, identified by Norris as a key mediator of trust judgments, has long
been the domain of the news media. Not surprisingly, the debate over media's effect on political
trust predates the social media era. For much of the late 20th century, a dominant theoretical
perspective was the "media malaise" theory. This theory contended that the practices of modem
journalism, particularly television news, were actively detrimental to civic health, fostering a
climate of political cynicism, social mistrust, and disengagement (Robinson, 1976).

Proponents of the media malaise theory, such as Michael Robinson who coined the term
"videomalaise," argued that several features of television news contributed to this decline. These
included a relentless focus on negative news and political conflict, an overemphasis on the "horse-
race" aspect of election campaigns at the expense of substantive policy issues, and the framing of
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politics in anti-institutional themes (Robinson, 1976). This style of coverage, it was argued, eroded
public trust in political leaders and government institutions, dampening political mobilization and
contributing to a decline in active democratic citizenship (Robinson, 1976). The media, in this
view, were not neutral observers but active agents in the corrosion of public confidence.

In her book, Pippa Norris mounted an empirical challenge to this conventional wisdom (Norris,
2000). Analyzing extensive survey data from Europe and the United States, Norris argued that the
media malaise hypothesis was fundamentally flawed. Instead of a negative relationship, she found
a consistently positive association between attention to the news media and key indicators of civic
engagement, including political knowledge, trust, and participation (Norris, 2000).

This finding formed the basis of the "virtuous circle" theory. The theory posits that exposure to
professionally curated news media provides citizens with the information necessary to understand
and engage with the political world. This increased knowledge fosters a greater sense of political
efficacy and, in turn, greater trust in government and democratic institutions (Norris, 2000; Ceron,
2015). Rather than creating a spiral of cynicism, attention to the news media initiates a self-
reinforcing positive loop: informed citizens are more trusting and participatory, and more engaged
citizens are more likely to seek out news, further enhancing their knowledge and trust (Ceron, 2015;
Strombéck et al., 2016). Norris concluded that critics were mistakenly "blaming the messenger"
for public discontent; the roots of any civic malaise lay not in the media's portrayal of politics, but
in more deep-seated flaws within the systems of representative government themselves (Norris,
2000).

The significance of the "virtuous circle" theory extends beyond its direct refutation of the media
malaise hypothesis. It provides the crucial link that operationalizes Norris's broader "trust-as-
performance" framework. It presupposes the citizens make reasonably accurate and informed
judgments about government competence, integrity, and impartiality. However, such judgments
are not formed in a vacuum; they depend on access to reliable and comprehensive information
about the workings of government. The "virtuous circle" theory argues that the legacy news media
ecosystem, for all its flaws, provided precisely this informational substrate. By serving a
gatekeeping function, verifying information, and providing a common baseline of facts and context,
traditional journalism created the conditions under which rational evaluation of government
performance was possible for an engaged citizenry.

Therefore, the "virtuous circle" can be understood not merely as an alternative theory of media
effects, but as the essential informational precondition for the entire rational -evaluative model of
political trust. This reframing is critical for understanding the subsequent impact of social media.
The risk posed by the shift to a digital, platform-based information environment is not just that it
changes the channels of communication, but that it undermines the very mechanisms that made the
virtuous circle possible. The decline of professional gatekeepers, the rise of misinformation, and
the fragmentation of the public sphere has the potential to erode the informational foundations upon
which reasoned political trust is built.
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2.3 The Digital Disruption: Core Theories of Digital Political Communication

The transition from a media environment dominated by professional news organizations to one
mediated by social platforms may represent a paradigmatic shift in political communication. As we
will argue, the rising use of social media as the information source is also changing the relationships
between political actors, citizens, and the information they share. The following chapter explore
the core macro-theories that explain these fundamental changes.

2.3.1 Disintermediation

At the heart of the digital transformation of politics is the concept of disintermediation. Originating
in economics to describe the removal of intermediaries from a supply chain, the term has been
adapted to political communication to signify the capacity of political actors to bypass the
traditional mediating institutions of the press and political parties and communicate directly with
the public (Chadwick, 2007; Giacomini, 2018; Campati & Palano, 2022). Social media platforms
like X, Facebook, and TikTok are the primary technological enablers of this process, providing
politicians with unmediated channels to craft and disseminate their own messages (Amaturo,
Punziano, & Padricelli, 2023).

This process has a dual and somewhat paradoxical effect on political power and communication.
On one hand, it leads to a significant concentration of power and visibility in the hands of the
individual political leader, a phenomenon often described as the "personalization" or
"presidentialization" of politics (Amaturo, Punziano, & Padricelli, 2023). By controlling their own
communication channels, leaders are less reliant on journalists to frame their messages or on party
structures to mobilize support. They can build a personal brand and a direct relationship with their
followers, independent of traditional institutional constraints (Biancalana, 2022).

On the other hand, this direct linkage is often framed, rhetorically and practically, as amove toward
a more open and democratic form of politics. It creates the appearance of a more direct connection
between citizens and political power, where leaders are seemingly more accessible and responsive
to their supporters (Amaturo, Punziano, & Padricelli, 2023). This challenges the classical model of
representative democracy, in which political parties and the news media served as the primary,
structured intermediaries between the citizenry and the state (Chadwick, 2007; Campati & Palano,
2022).

We admit that the concept of pure disintermediation is an oversimplification. While traditional
intermediaries like journalists and party officials have seen their influence decline, they have not
been replaced entirely by new forms of mediation. Some scholars thus propose the concept of "neo-
intermediation" (Giacomini, 2018). In this revised model, the new intermediaries are the social
media platforms themselves. Their proprietary algorithms, which determine what content is seen
and by whom, act as powerful new gatekeepers, filtering and framing political information in ways
that are often intransparent and unaccountable (Dumbrava, 2021). Furthermore, a new class of
social media influencers and digital opinion leaders has emerged, who now play a significant role
in interpreting and disseminating political messages to their respective networks (Riedl et al.,
2021). Thus, the political communication landscape has not become unmediated, but rather re-
mediated, with a new and arguably more complex set of actors shaping the flow of information.

The technological affordances of disintermediation are amplified by a deeper socio-political trend,
the personalization of politics. The concept is prominently theorized by Bennett (2012; 1998), who
argues that late modern societies have experienced a significant process of social fragmentation,
but also political dealignment. Both processes are characterized by a decline in allegiance to
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traditional group-based identities such as political parties, labour unions, religious institutions, and
social classes. As these collective identities have weakened, individuals have increasingly come to
define their political selves in more personal and individualized terms (Bennett, 2012; Dalton
2013).

In this view, political engagement is less about adhering to a complex ideology or demonstrating
loyalty to a group, and more about expressing one's personal lifestyle values, beliefs, and identity
(Bennett, 2012). Politics becomes a form of self-expression, where consumer choices, social
causes, and candidate support are all integrated into the construction of a personal brand. Questions
like "does this candidate share my personal values?" become central to political identity (Bennett,
2012).

Social media technologies are the natural habitat for this personalized form of politics. They
provide the ideal tools for individuals to craft and perform their political identities and to engage
in large-scale, individualized collective action (Bennett, 2012; Bennett & Segerberg, 2012). The
key mechanism Bennett identifies is the shift from traditional "collective action frames" to more
fluid and easily shareable "personal action frames" (Bennett, 2012). A collective action frame
requires a high degree of ideological alignment and organizational brokerage to be effective. In
contrast, a personal action frame is intentionally broad and inclusive, allowing individuals to
project their own personal grievances and stories onto the larger narrative (Bennett, 2012). This
dramatically lowers the barriers to participation, as engagement is no longer contingent on joining
a formal organization but can be achieved through the simple act of sharing personalized content
within one's own social network (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012). This places the individual's personal
story and identity at the very center of political mobilization and discourse.

2.3.2 The Illusion of Intimacy: Para-social Relationships in Politics

The shift toward a disintermediated and personalized political landscape creates fertile ground for
a specific psychological phenomenon, the formation of para-social relationships (PSRs). First
theorized by Horton and Wohl (1956) to describe the one-sided relationships television audiences
formed with media personalities, the concept has found renewed and potent application in the age
of social media (Kelly et al., 2020). A PSR is a psychological, non-reciprocal bond where a media
user comes to feel a sense of intimacy, friendship, and identification with a public figure, despite
having no actual interpersonal relationship with them (Horton & Wohl, 1956).

Social media platforms dramatically enhance the conditions for PSRs to develop between citizens
and politicians. Through features like direct messaging, live streams, and the sharing of seemingly
personal content (e.g., family photos, behind-the-scenes moments), politicians can cultivate an
"illusion of intimacy" (Concepcion, 2025). This curated self-disclosure makes followers feel as
though they have a personal connection to the political figure, knowing them not just as a public
official but as a "friend" or confidant (Kelly et al., 2020). The interactive nature of the platforms,
even if the interaction is asymmetrical (Vilagi & Babos, 2025), may reinforce this sense of a
genuine, albeit one-sided, relationship.

The critical insight of PSR theory in a political context is that these bonds are primarily affective,
driven by emotion, admiration, and identification, ratherthan cognitive or ideological (Lenz, 2013).
The trust placed in a politician through a PSR is not the product of a careful evaluation of their
policy positions or governing record. Instead, it stems from a feeling of loyalty and personal
connection, akin to the trust one places in a friend. This emotional foundation has consequences
for how political information is processed (Taber & Lodge, 2013). For a citizen with a strong PSR,

8


http://www.truedem.eu/

'o»,'A TRUE www.truedem.eu

\ } Trust in Eur’opean Demaocracies
RS

negative information or criticism directed at their favored politician is often not perceived as a
legitimate critique of performance or integrity. Instead, it is interpreted as a personal attack on a
trusted friend, triggering defensive reactions and a strengthening of the original bond (Nielsen &
Monster, 2021; Karageorgou, Madoglou, & Kalamaras, 2024).

The convergence of Bennett's theory of personalization and the psychological mechanism of PSRs
creates a dynamic that challenges rational, performance model of trust in the context of social
media’s growing importance. This model posits a clear causal pathway: citizens observe
government performance and procedural fairness, and on that basis, they decide whether to grant
trust. However, in a political environment dominated by personalization and para-social dynamics,
this causal arrow is often reversed.

The process begins with the personalization of politics, which shifts the focus of public evaluation
from the abstract performance of institutions to the tangible persona of the individual leader. This
personalized communication, facilitated by the direct and intimate style of social media, then
fosters the development of affective, para-social bonds. Once this emotional trust is established, it
becomes a powerful cognitive filter through which all subsequent information about the politician's
performance is processed. In this view, a politician is deemed competent because they are already
trusted on a personal level. A breach of integrity is not seen as a reason to withdraw trust; rather,
the pre-existing trust provides the motivation to dismiss the allegation as "fake news" or a partisan
smear. In this inverted model, loyalty precedes and shapes judgment, rather than being the outcome
of it. This theoretical inversion helps explain the resilience of some political figures in the face of
scandals and performance failures that, in a previous media era governed by the logic of the
"virtuous circle," might have been politically fatal. We admit that this causal mechanism is not
necessarily at play with all respondents who use social media as the information source regularly.
However, this model indicates that for a segment of the electorate, trust is no longer a provisional
assessment of an agent's actions but a stable feature of a personalized, emotional identity.

2.3.3 Social Media Affordances

Beyond the macro-level shifts in political communication, the specific features of online platforms
create unique mechanisms that shape how users perceive political reality. These mechanisms filter
the information users encounter and influence how they interpret political events, actors, and
disagreements. The structure of the social media environment is frequently implicated in fostering
political division. Two concepts, often used interchangeably but with important distinctions, are
central to this discussion: the "filter bubble" and the "echo chamber."

The "filter bubble" is a term coined by Eli Pariser to describe the state of intellectual isolation that
results from personalized, algorithmically curated information feeds (Pariser,2011). According to
this theory, platforms like Google and Facebook track user behavior—clicks, likes, shares, and
search history—to create a predictive model of their preferences. They then use this model to serve
content that the user is most likely to engage with, creating a unique and invisible information
universe for each individual (Pariser, 2011). The danger, Pariser argues, is that this process filters
out challenging, novel, or diverse viewpoints without the user's knowledge or consent, reinforcing
their existing beliefs and limiting their exposure to the common set of facts necessary for
democratic deliberation (Zuiderveen Borgesius et al., 2016).

The echo chamber, a concept explored by Sunstein, describes a related but more agent-driven
phenomenon (2001; 2018). An echo chamber is a communicative space where individuals actively
choose to self-select into ideologically homogenous communities. Within these online groups, their
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existing beliefs are constantly repeated, reinforced, and amplified by like-minded peers, while
dissenting opinions are ignored, discredited, or shouted down (Sunstein, 2001; Cinelli et al., 2021).
This process can lead to group polarization, a psychological tendency for deliberating groups to
move toward a more extreme version of their initial inclinations (Sunstein, 2002; Cinelli et al.,
2021).

Scholarly debate in this area has led toward a more robust and consequential effect of the digital
media environment, affective polarization. First identified by scholars like Iyengar et al. (2012,
2019), this theory argues that the most significant division in contemporary politics is not
necessarily ideological (disagreement on policy issues) but affective (emotional animosity between
partisan groups). Affective polarization is the tendency for partisans to dislike, distrust, and feel
anger and contempt toward members of the opposing political party, viewing them not as fellow
citizens with different opinions, but as a threatening out-group (Iyengar et al., 2012).

Social media is a powerful engine of affective polarization, it facilitates the process of sorting,
where various social, cultural, and religious identities become aligned with partisan identity,
creating two homogenous "mega-identities" (Mason, 2018). Political disagreement is no longer
about a specific policy but becomes a clash of fundamental values and tribal loyalties (Tornberg,
2022). The constant exposure to the most extreme or outrageous views of the "other side,"
amplified by algorithms that prioritize emotionally charged content, reinforces in-group solidarity
and out-group hostility, making compromise and mutual understanding increasingly difficult (Bail
et al., 2018; Mason, 2018).

2.4 Unified Explanatory Framework

The way social media impact political trustworthiness can be described as a multi-layered process.
At the macro level, broad societal trends like social fragmentation, and political dealignment, have
givenrise to the personalization of politics (Bennett, 2012; Dalton, 2013), where individual identity
displaces group loyalty as the core of political engagement. This trend is enabled and accelerated
by the technological architecture of disintermediation (Chadwick, 2007, Eldridge II et al. 2019)
which provides political actors with direct channels to the public.

This new structural reality may create the conditions under which certain micro-level psychological
mechanisms are more likely to emerge. The personalized and seemingly intimate communication
style of politicians could foster para-social relationships (Horton & Wohl, 1956; Kelly et al., 2020),
potentially shifting the basis of trust from cognitive evaluation toward affective loyalty. At the
same time, the architectural features of social media platforms—such as algorithmic filter bubbles
(Pariser, 2011) and self-selected echo chambers (Sunstein, 2001)—may contribute to increased
affective polarization (Iyengar et al., 2012), sorting citizens into mutually distrustful communities.
Within such a fragmented and emotionally charged environment, the social amplification of
scandals, gaffes, and disinformation might become more prevalent, complicating reasoned
judgment about political performance.

As a possible consequence, the traditional model of political trust could weaken: whereas
performance once appeared to drive trust, it is conceivable that pre-existing, affect-based trust
increasingly shapes perceptions of performance. From this perspective, authenticity may become a
key factor shaping perceived trustworthiness through its role in fostering para-social bonds,
potentially at the expense of more traditional assessments of competence, integrity, and
impartiality. The conceptual framework illustrating these proposed relationships is presented in the
diagram below.
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Diagram 1: Illustration of the theoretical explanatory framework
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2.5 Applying Framework to the Dimensions of Trustworthiness

The theoretical frameworks discussed—from the macro-level shifts of disintermediation and
personalization to the micro-mechanisms of para-social bonding, polarization and amplification—
do not operate in isolation. They interact to shape public perceptions of political actors across the
four key dimensions of trustworthiness. This section synthesizes these theories to provide a
cohesive explanation for how social media use influences judgments of competence, integrity,
impartiality, and authenticity.

2.5.1 Competence

Social media has reshaped the ways in which citizens evaluate political competence. Traditionally,
competence was assessed in terms of policy outcomes and governance effectiveness, but in the
digital era these criteria are increasingly supplemented, and sometimes overshadowed by
communicative performance and the management of an online persona.

The disintermediated nature of social media increases both the opportunities for and visibility of
political wrongdoing. In a direct-to-public environment, every unscripted slip, awkward broadcast,
or poorly worded tweet can be amplified, decontextualized, and reframed as evidence of
incompetence (Giacomini, 2018; Mandell & Masullo Chen, 2016). Once embedded into partisan
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echo chambers, such narratives are difficult to contest. Also, misinformation and targeted
falsehoods, particularly when directed at managerial performance or expertise, undermine citizen
confidence (Bayer et al., 2021).

Finally, the voters’ subjective perception of competence can shift under personalized politics. For
citizens with strong para-social attachments, competence may be judged less on indicators such as
policy performance and more on communicative ability: dominating narratives, projecting strength,
attacking opponents, and sustaining loyalty. A politician who “wins” on social media may thus
appear competent regardless of their policy record. Thus, it is expected that intense social media
use as source of information will be linked with lower perception of competences, as well as how
important the competence is when making the judgment on trust.

2.5.2 Integrity

The contemporary political actor is under immense pressure to perform integrity by embracing
what has been termed "strategic transparency" (Gilpin et al., 2010). Social media platforms, with
their affordances for instant and seemingly direct communication, are the primary venues for this
performance. Politicians use platforms like X, Facebook, and Instagram to share behind-the-scenes
content, offer explanations for policy decisions, and engage in public dialogue. These actions are
calculated to project an image of openness and honesty, thereby building a reservoir of public trust.
The implicit promise is that by pulling back the curtain, politicians can demonstrate that they have
nothing to hide.

However, this constant performance of transparency is a double-edged sword, creating a state of
perpetual vulnerability. The same platforms that enable the projection of integrity also facilitate the
social amplification of any perceived ethical lapse (Riedl et al.,2021). Every post (video, comment,
or past association) becomes part of a permanent, searchable, and decontextualizable digital record
and can be instantly weaponized by political opponents. This material, stripped of its original
context, can be framed as a "mask-slip" moment that reveals the politician's true, corrupt nature.
The platforms' architecture, designed for viral dissemination, ensures that such narratives can
spread exponentially, creating a powerful perception of lack of integrity that may or may not be
substantiated by a full accounting of the facts.

Given the constant threat of amplified accusations, the most powerful defense against attacks on a
politician's integrity is often not factual rebuttal but the cultivation of para-social loyalty. When a
follower who has formed a strong PSR encounters an allegation of corruption against their chosen
leader, the attack is not processed as a neutral piece of information. Instead, it is often perceived as
a personal attack on their own judgment, identity, and group affiliation. This creates a state of
psychological discomfort known as cognitive dissonance. For a deeply invested follower, updating
their belief in the politician would require admitting a personal error in judgment and potentially
severing an identity-affirming group attachment (Tsfati et al., 2022; Achen & Bartels, 2017). A
psychologically easier path is to resolve the dissonance by discrediting the source of the negative
information (Al Marrar & Allevato, 2022; Festinger, 1957; Vraga, 2015). Consequently, credible
allegations of misconduct are systematically reframed as politically motivated smears originating
from a hostile out-group (Al Marrar & Allevato, 2022; Sweeney & Gruber, 1984). This defensive
maneuver not only neutralizes the immediate threat of the negative information but also serves to
reinforce the follower's loyalty and deepen their distrust of any external, non-partisan source of
authority.
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The theoretical framework outlining the performance of integrity and its psychological defense is
strongly substantiated by a growing body of empirical research. Citizens who use social media as
a primary source of political information are more likely to exhibit heightened perceptions of
corruption, increased political cynicism, and generalized distrust in the ethical conduct of
politicians and institutions (Charron & Annoni, 2020; Vliegenthart et al., 2024). The negative
impact of social media on perceived integrity becomes starkly evident when contrasted with the
role of traditional media. The cross-national study by Vliegenthart et al. (2024) provides a clear
and compelling empirical demonstration of this divide. Analyzing data across 25 countries, the
study finds that trust in information from traditional media sources (such as reputable newspapers
and public broadcasters) is associated with fewer misperceptions of electoral integrity. Conversely,
trust in information from social media is associated with more misperceptions. This finding is
particularly robust in countries with open media environments and high levels of press freedom.

While in certain contexts social media can serve as a vital channel for exposing wrongdoing,
particularly where traditional media is controlled or lacks credibility (Enikolopov, Petrova, and
Sonin, 2018), the more common outcome in open societies is different. The sheer volume of
negative information and the ease with which it spreads tend to overshadow good-faith efforts at
transparent communication, reinforcing a generalized skepticism toward the integrity of all
political elites (Bramah, 2025). The net effect is an erosion of the public's ability to make accurate
assessments, leading to greater misperceptions regarding the honesty and ethical standards of the
entire political class. Thus, it is reasonable to expect that the more intense use of social media as
the information source may decrease the perceived level of integrity, as well as lower the
importance of integrity when people make judgments on political trust.

2.5.3 Impartiality

The very possibility of perceiving, let alone valuing, impartiality is structurally undermined by the
architecture and social dynamics of the contemporary media environment. In a well -functioning
democratic system, the principle of impartiality is expected to significantly enhance the perceived
trustworthiness of political actors (Norris, 2000). However, this expectation is fundamentally at
odds with a system typical for social media that thrives on tribalism and partisan conflict.

The formation of echo chambers and filter bubbles is a primary structural challenge. These
phenomena create separate and often contradictory informational realities for different partisan
groups. Within a left-leaning bubble, a policy decision might be framed as a pragmatic and fair
solution, while in a right-leaning bubble, the exact same decision is portrayed as a corrupt, biased
giveaway to special interests. The perception of impartiality may not always rest on an objective
assessment of political actions, but rather could be contingent on the observer’s partisan identity
and the informational ecosystem they inhabit. Under such conditions, the existence of a shared set
of facts from which citizens can collectively judge whether a process is fair or biased appears
increasingly uncertain.

This structural separation tends to be reinforced by the psychological mechanism of affective
polarization. When politics is viewed primarily through an "us vs. them" lens, citizens may not be
neutral observers seeking impartial governance; rather they might be motivated partisans looking
for their side to win (Iyengar et al., 2012; Cinelli et al., 2021). From this perspective, impartiality
is notnecessarily a virtue. A politician from one's own party who attempts to act in a truly impartial
manner—by compromising with the opposition or appointing a non-partisan official, for
example—may be seen as weak, disloyal, or a "traitor" to the cause. Conversely, a politician who
acts in a nakedly partisan fashion is often lauded by their base for being a "fighter" who is
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advancing the group's interests. In a highly polarized environment, the demand appears to be not
for impartiality but for loyalty. This shift from policy to identity leads to the expectation that higher
intensity of social media usage will decrease the importance of impartiality in respondents when
making the decision on trust. Trust is granted to those who are perceived as being reliably "on our
side," making the very concept of a neutral, trustworthy arbiter politically untenable.

2.5.4 Authenticity

The unique affordances of social media platforms play central role in bringing authenticity trait of
trustworthiness into the picture. Authenticity is defined as subjective evaluation of a political actor's
sincerity, relatedness, and understanding ordinary people (Enli, 2015; Stiers et al., 2019,
Valgardson et al., 2021). Unlike the other trustworthiness traits, which are primarily concerned
with the process and performance of governing, authenticity relates to the perceived character and
identity of the politician as a person. In the personalized and intimate communicative style of social
media, judgments about whether a politician is being "true to themselves" have become a powerful,
and sometimes overriding, factor in assessments of their overall trustworthiness (Gaden &
Dumitrica, 2015; Enli & Rosenberg, 2018).

The authenticity can be understood through the framework of Erving Goffman (1959), who
distinguished between a polished "front stage" and a private "back stage" self. Social media appears
to collapse this distinction, providing audiences with curated glimpses into a politician's supposed
"back stage" through personal anecdotes, candid photos, and informal interactions (Enli &
Rosenberg, 2018). This performance constitutes a "strategic authenticity,” a calculated effort to
appear uncalculated (Stiers et al., 2019). Additionally, Luebke and Steffan (2023) argue that
perceived authenticity is heavily influenced by a politician's ability to present themselves in
relatable manners, suggesting that when politicians appear as "down-to-earth" individuals, they are
perceived as authentic. This phenomenon, enabled by the personalization of politics (Bennett,
2012) and disintermediated communication channels, suggests that cues of authenticity can
significantly improve perceived trustworthiness.

Research identifies three key sub-dimensions that audiences use to evaluate this performed
authenticity (Stiers etal.,2019): ordinariness (the perception that a politician is relatable and shares
common experiences), consistency (the alignment between a politician's online persona, offline
behavior, and stated values), and immediacy (feeling of direct, unmediated connection).

Studies show that politicians who blend personal and political personas through "ambivalent
ordinariness" can disrupt the image of a managed strategist and foster emotional transparency
(Grantham, Cervi, & lachizzi, 2025). The direct, seemingly unfiltered communication offered by
platforms like Instagram and TikTok allows political actors to bypass traditional media, presenting
a self that appears spontaneous and relatable (Enli, 2015; Zummo, 2020).

A large-scale survey by Luebke and Engelmann (2022) provides specific validation, finding that
while general social media use for political news has little effect, higher exposure to and actively
following specific political accounts are significant predictors of perceived authenticity. This
suggests that digital proximity, facilitated by intense social media use, heightens the appreciation
of authenticity. The effectiveness of audio-visual content in conveying ordinariness and immediacy
further reinforces the importance of these sub-dimensions in audience perception (Luebke &
Engelmann, 2022).
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2.6 Hypotheses

The theoretical framework outlined above introduced a shift in the mechanisms underpinning
political trust, moving from a rational-evaluative model to one that is increasingly personalized,
affective, and identity-driven. This transition, driven by the reconfiguration of the information
environment through the rise of social media within an increasingly hybrid media system,
necessitates systematic empirical examination. We derive the following hypotheses to test the
specific effects of the social media environment on the core dimensions of political trustworthiness,
both those established in traditional literature and those emerging from the new digital landscape.
The central theoretical assumption is that the information architecture of social media may
gradually alter the "virtuous circle" described by Norris (2000), in which a professionalized media
environment provides the informational substrate for citizens to make reasoned judgments about
government performance.

To answer the first research question, we formulate a set of hypotheses (Hla, Hlb, Hlc) that
examine the expected negative relationship between social media use and the three traditional
pillars of trustworthiness—competence, integrity, and impartiality. The theory suggests that the
disintermediated and algorithmically-driven nature of social media creates an environment where
negative information, scandals, and gaffes are socially amplified, often stripped of context (Riedl
et al., 2021). This constant stream of negative content, combined with the formation of partisan
echo chambers that frame political action in the most cynical terms, is expected to erode generalized
perceptions of governmental effectiveness. Consequently, we predict that more intensive social
media use will be associated with lower public estimations of government competence (Hla),
integrity (H1b), and impartiality (HIc), reflecting a breakdown in the informational conditions
necessary for the rational-evaluative model of trust to function.

The architecture of social media may gradually de-emphasize the salience of traditional
performance criteria—such as competence, integrity, and impartiality—in shaping perceptions of
political trustworthiness. First, the broader trends of disintermediation and the personalization of
politics appear to shift the focus of evaluation from institutional performance toward the individual
persona of political actors (Bennett, 2012; Chadwick, 2007). This more personalized and direct
communication style can foster para-social relationships grounded in affective loyalty rather than
cognitive evaluation (Horton & Wohl, 1956). These dynamics may be further reinforced by
affective polarization and the formation of echo chambers, which tend to frame politics as a contest
between opposing social or ideological groups (Sunstein, 2001; Iyengar et al., 2012).

In such an environment, citizens who rely more heavily on social media for political information
might base their judgments of trust less on rational assessments of politicians’ performance and
more on affective allegiance or perceptions of “strategic authenticity” (Stiers et al., 2019).
Accordingly, our second research question examines how social media use influences the
importance individuals assign to the traditional dimensions of trustworthiness—competence,
integrity, and impartiality. We therefore hypothesize that more intensive use of social media as a
source of political information will be associated with a decreased emphasis on politicians’
competence (H2a), integrity (H2b), and impartiality (H2c) when citizens form their judgments of
trust.

Finally, the framework points to authenticity as a potential fourth and emergent dimension of
political trustworthiness, possibly shaped by the unique affordances of the digital media
environment. The personalization of politics (Bennett, 2012) and the disintermediated
communication channels that enable para-social relationships (Kelly et al., 2020) may shift the
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locus of evaluation from institutional performance toward the perceived character of individual
leaders. Because authenticity appears particularly aligned with the communicative logic of social
media, it may play an increasingly salient role in how citizens form impressions of trustworthiness.
We therefore hypothesize that individuals who use social media more intensively will attach greater
importance to authenticity as a criterion in their overall assessment of political actors (H2d).

3 Study 1: Social Media and Dimensions of Perceived
Trustworthiness

The aim of the Study 1 was to answer the first research question: what is the impact of social media
use on the perceived trustworthiness of the government, given the performance-based approach
and its three dimensions (competence, integrity, and impartiality).

3.1 Study 1: Data and Methods

The TRUEDEM project collected survey data in 24 European countries. The population survey
was collected between 19 May 2025 and 26 July 2025 (pooled sample size N=29.755; online data
collection using quota sampling,). The questionnaire (Haerpfer, C. W., Norris, P., & Kizilova, K.,
2025) included five items measuring perceived performance of government in relation to its
competence, impartiality and integrity. Items 2 and 5 capture the perception of impartiality, while
items 3 and 4 capture the perceived integrity of government.

The question asked “How do you feel about the national government in your country?” and then
provided five statements:

1) The government is generally competent and efficient

2) The government usually acts in the interests of all citizens
3) The government is generally free of corruption

4) The government is open and transparent

5) The government is inclusive and representative of society

Respondents were to answer on a five-point scale from strongly agree to strongly disagree.

For the hypotheses testing purpose, we combined the items 2 and 5 into a single variable measuring
the perceived impartiality (Cronbach’s alpha= 0.859), and the items 3 and 4 into another, separate
variable measuring the perceived integrity (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.846).

The key explanatory variable, social media use, was measured using the following question:
“People learn what is happening in this country and the world from various sources. For each of
the following traditional or online sources, please indicate how often you use it to learn news about
politics: Online social media”. Respondents were then provided with six-point scale running from
‘rarely or never’ to ‘many times a day.’
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We agree that relying on a single-item measure for a complex construct has some limitations. An
ideal measurement instrument would use a multi-item scale to capture the full conceptual breadth
of the phenomenon, distinguishing between theoretically important dimensions like active news -
seeking versus passive, incidental exposure (de Zuiiga et al., 2017; Tewksbury et al., 2001), the
heterogeneity of different social media platforms (Pew Research Center, 2024), and varying levels
of user engagement (Waeterloos et al., 2021). We acknowledge that this constrains the
interpretation of our findings to the general effect of exposure, rather than a specific mode of
consumption or engagement.

Despite these limitations, we maintain that the single-item measure is appropriate and valid for the
specific purposes of this study. First, the measure assesses a "doubly concrete" construct, one with
a clear object (online social media) and an unambiguous attribute (frequency of use), for which
single-item measures have been shown to possess strong predictive validity (Bergkvist & Rossiter,
2007; Diamantopoulos et al., 2012). Second, and most critically, the use of parsimonious measures
is a necessary and standard practice in large-scale, comparative, cross-national surveys like the one
used here. Such surveys must balance measurement depth with the pragmatic need to limit
questionnaire length to reduce respondent burden and ensure high completion rates across diverse
populations (Drolet & Morrison, 2001; Fuchs & Diamantopoulos, 2009; Wanous et al., 1997).
Therefore, while imperfect, the measure serves as a valid and efficient proxy for general immersion
in the social media news environment, making it the most feasible approach for testing our
hypotheses in a comparative context.

In addition to social media use, the questionnaire also asked about the intensity of use of
newspapers, television, radio, online websites and talking with family and friends as a mean to
learn news about politics.

In the linear regression model, we also included an indicator of using the newspapers and television
to learn news about politics, to capture the effect of using traditional or legacy media. In addition,
we included several control variables. First, we added a variable capturing vote choice to control
for partisanship, as the literature has long highlighted the role of partisan alignment in shaping
political trust (Bartels 2002, Anderson & Tverdova, 2003, Dias & Lelkes, 2022). This variable is
constructed based on whether respondents voted for governing or opposition party, or if they had
not voted at all (see Appendix 1 for detailed description of the variable construction). Also, we
control for the trust in the media included in the model. Finally, we add standard socio-demographic
and attitudinal control variables such as age, gender, education, left-right self-placement, liberal-
conservative self-placement, interest in politics, feeling informed about politics, and country
dummies to control for between-country variability.

3.2 Study 1: Findings

To answer the question of how social media use affects the perceived trustworthiness of the
government, we tested the following hypotheses. We expected that more intensive social media
use would be associated with lower perception of government’s competence (H1a), integrity (H1b),
and impartiality (Hlc). Table 1 presents the results of three Ordinary Least Squares (OLS)
regression models that examine the relationship between social media use and perceived
governmental trustworthiness.
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Table 1: Results of Regression Analysis Focused on Social Media Impact on Attributes of

Perceived Trustworthiness

www.lruedem.eu

Media sources:
Social media

Trust:

Social media

Media sources:
Newspapers

Trust:

Newspapers

Media sources:
Television

Trust: public service
broadcasters

Vote choice (b=coalition)
Opposition

Non-voter

Age

Education

(ISCED)

Gender: Man
(b=Woman)
Liberal-conservative
self-placement
Left-right
self-placement
Interest in politics

Feeling informed

Observations

-0,020"**
(0,004)
0,114
(0,009)
0,033"**
(0,005)
0,146"
(0,010)
0,025
(0,005)
0,348
(0,009)

-0,599***
(0,015)
-0,574"*
(0,022)
-0,003***
(0,000)
0,003
(0,003)
0,008
(0,013)
0,015*
(0,003)
0,008"*
(0,003)
-0,058"*
(0,008)
0,141
(0,007)
27933

-0,025"
(0,004)
0,133"
(0,008)
0,034
(0,004)
0,146™"
(0,010)
0,023***
(0,004)
0,333
(0,009)

-0,549"*
(0,014)
-0,538"*
(0,020)
-0,004"**
(0,000)
-0,001
(0,003)
0,031
(0,012)
0,020"**
(0,002)
0,007**
(0,003)
-0,068"*
(0,008)
0,163
(0,006)
27719

-0,036"**
(0,004)
0,132
(0,008)
0,048
(0,004)
0,136
(0,009)

0,006
(0,004)

0,332

(0,009)

-0,484"*
(0,014)
-0,497**
(0,020)
-0,005"**
(0,000)
-0,003
(0,003)
0,045
(0,012)
0,012
(0,002)
0,008"*
(0,002)
-0,055"*
(0,008)
0,157
(0,006)
27680

Standard errors in parentheses
*p<0.05,""p<0.01,"" p<0.001

Source: TRUEDEM Survey 2025, Authors’ calculation.

18


http://www.truedem.eu/

[/ v
(/)
% TRU E www.truedem.eu
\\ }/ Trust in European Democracies
—
e

Consistent with the theoretical expectations formulated as Hypothesis 1a, 1b, and Ic, increased
social media use is negatively associated with perceived governmental trustworthiness in all
dimensions. This indicates that as individuals rely more on social media for political news, their
perceptions of government competence, impartiality, and integrity are systematically lower. This
finding substantiates prior work pointing to the deteriorating effects of algorithmic curation, echo
chambers, and polarization on institutional trust.

In line with the "virtuous circle" hypothesis and theoretical arguments regarding editorial
gatekeeping, both use of, and trust in legacy media (newspapers and to some extent television) are
strongly and positively associated with higher ratings across every dimension of perceived
governmental trustworthiness. In contrast with social media use, press and television consumption
reliably predict increased perceptions of competence, impartiality, and integrity, with newspaper
use exerting consistently larger effects than television. These findings align with longstanding
theories indicating the beneficial role of credible, professionally curated media in sustaining
political trust (Norris 2000, Kleinnijenhuis et al. 2019).

Our findings validate the multidimensional model of social media’s impact on political
trustworthiness outlined in the study’s theoretical section. The differentiated effects of media use
on attributes such as competence, impartiality, and integrity support the premise that information
environments not only shape overall levels of political trust but also recalibrate the salience of
specific trustworthiness dimensions. The strongly negative association between social media use
and trustworthiness, is consistent with the "media malaise" and social polarization literatures
(Robinson 1976, Bail et al. 2018). This consistency arises because social media's amplification of
negativity and scandals creates a digital-age "malaise" that fosters cynicism and erodes trust in
institutions. Simultaneously, these platforms fuel affective polarization by reinforcing out-group
hostility, making trust in opposing political actors increasingly difficult.
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4 Study 2: Social Media and Importance of Trustworthiness
Dimensions

While the Study 1 revealed the impact the social media use has on the perceived (performance-
based, and directly measured) trustworthiness. In this study (2) we focus on the importance people
place on the trustworthiness dimensions. To address this, we employed a choice-based conjoint
(CBC) experiment, a powerful method for revealing the relative importance of multiple attributes
simultaneously. This design enhances the ecological validity of our study by simulating a more
realistic choice environment where voters must weigh competing strengths and weaknesses in
political candidates—for example, choosing between a competent but inauthentic politicianand a
relatable but less experienced one. By forcing such trade-offs, the conjoint analysis allows us to
experimentally identify which dimensions of trustworthiness most powerfully drive citizen
judgments.

4.1 Study 2: Data and Methods

This study is built on experimental design, particularly the choice-based conjoint. Although the
conjoint analysis is dominantly known as a tool for market research, it has been popular in social
science research as well (Zoizner et al., 2025; Sen, 2017; Breitenstein, 2019), and also applied in
studies related to political trust (Devine, Stoker, & Jennings, 2024). The basic principle of the
conjoint analysis is that respondents are shown various combinations of a limited number of
attributes and are forced to make a choice (or ranking) of their most preferred option. This way the
conjoint analysis helps us experimentally identify which attribute drives individual preferences and
to what degree. In commercial research it is traditionally a buyer’s choice that it studied, in political
science it may be voters’ preferences — or the choice of the most trustworthy politician.

In our research, we used a conjoint experimental design to examine how political actors’
characteristics cues (indices for subjective perception of actor’s performance: integrity,
impartiality, competence and authenticity) shape judgements on trustworthiness. Simultaneously,
we examined the link between social media usage, utility of indices and political trust. This
approach helped us to answer our second research question looking into the relationship between
social media use and the importance people place on competence, integrity, impartiality, and
authenticity.

From methodological perspective, we applied a conjoint design that is close to a textbook example
of choice-based conjoint. We presented a fixed number of hypothetical profiles of politicians to the
experiment participants. These profiles varied across the four selected attributes. In such design,
the level of an attribute was the experimental treatment. We showed two hypothetical politicians’
profiles on one screen, and have respondents to go through four screens each. In other words, every
participant had to make four choices, always choosing one of two hypothetical politicians being
more trustworthy.

Participants were asked: “Below you can see the description of two politicians. Which one would
you consider more trustworthy?”” They were then shown hypothetical profiles, with each profile
representing a random combination of different levels of the selected attributes. In other words, the
study examined how individuals form judgments of trustworthiness based on varying levels of four
specified qualities of hypothetical politicians. To capture these characteristics, we employed the
following operationalizations of competence, integrity, impartiality, and authenticity.
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4.1.1 Competence

In empirical research, expertise and experience are frequently employed as indicators of
competence. For example, Funk (1997) described congressmen as “skilful and experienced” in her
experiment to induce perceptions of competence. Similarly, Bach and Veit (2017) used expertise
and experience as measures of the managerial competence of high-ranking public officials within
ministries. Norris (2022) characterizes a competent political agent as someone possessing “skills,
resources, and capacity to deliver on their responsibilities” (p. 5), a definition further elaborated to
include “technical knowledge, skills, aptitude, and training” (p. 43). Building on these accounts,
we operationalized competence using the indicator “Expert in the field”, serving as a heuristic for
assessing whether a politician possesses the specialized knowledge and qualifications necessary to
perform their duties effectively.

4.1.2 Integrity

The integrity of political figures constitutes a crucial dimension shaping public perceptions of
trustworthiness. Friedman and Kampf (2019) emphasize the role of political consistency, arguing
that voters interpret consistency in policy positions as a signal of integrity, while deviations from
stated positions may suggest a lack of ethical standards. This perspective underscores the link
between integrity and the alignment of a politician’s promises with their actions.

Similarly, Valgardsson et al. (2021) identify integrity as a key determinant of political trust. Their
findings indicate that when politicians fail to act in accordance with their promises, they risk
undermining public confidence in their integrity, thereby fostering disillusionment and ske pticism
among voters. The authors explicitly describe “keeping promises” as a defining trait of integrity
(p- 859).

In some contexts, the erosion of integrity caused by broken promises extends beyond individual
politicians, contributing to broader disillusionment with the political system. Halmburger et al.
(2019) show that unethical behavior by politicians can diminish public trust in political actors more
generally, as inconsistencies and failures to honor commitments undermine perceptions of integrity
across the political landscape. Their study measured integrity using the questionnaire item: “Idon’t
believe that the politician keeps his promises” (p. 458).

Drawing on these approaches, we operationalized integrity using the indicator “Acts consistently
with their promises”, capturing whether a politician upholds commitments in a manner consistent
with public expectations of integrity.

4.1.3 Impartiality

According to Norris (2022), impartiality is a foundational criterion for assessing the trustworthiness
of political agents and institutions. Within the principal-agent framework, political agents are
expected to serve the interests of the principal, the broader public, rather than their own self-
interest. In this context, self-interest extends beyond personal gain to include the advancement of
a particular faction or support base. A politician who acts solely in the interests of their supporters
therefore demonstrates a failure of impartiality by prioritizing a narrow constituency over the
collective welfare. Norris further emphasizes that accountability mechanisms are intended to
ensure officials act in the “public interest,” and empirically measures impartiality through
perceptions of whether an agency “wants to serve the country/world.”

Empirical studies frequently operationalize impartiality as leadership’s prioritization of the
collective needs of society. Van de Walle and Migchelbrink (2022), for example, used three survey
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items in their study of institutional quality, corruption, and impartiality in Europe, all of which
emphasized the equal treatment of citizens, as opposed to preferential treatment, in policy-making.
Similarly, Martin et al. (2023) developed multiple indicators of impartiality, including negatively
framed items, contrasting equal treatment of all citizens with privilege extended to specific groups.

Building on these approaches, our conjoint design operationalized impartiality as whether a
politician “works in the interest of the whole country” as opposed to “works only in the interest of
their supporters.”

4.1.4 Authenticity

Authenticity in political leadership is increasingly associated with the display of ordinary traits and
direct connections with the electorate. Politicians who present themselves in relatable, “down-to-
earth” ways are often perceived as authentic (Luebke & Steffan, 2023). This view aligns with
Luebke’s (2020) argument that political authenticity is central to how populist figures articulate
their relationship with the electorate. Emphasizing an understanding of ordinary people’s concerns
situates authenticity within a broader framework in which voters value empathy and relatability in
their leaders.

Stiers et al. (2019) similarly argue that perceptions of authenticity are closely tied to candidates’
character traits, particularly their responsiveness to and understanding of citizens’ needs.
Valgardsson et al. (2021) define authenticity as a politician’s perceived engagement with the lives
of ordinary citizens, noting that “to be authentic, a politician must be judged to be in touch with the
lives and outlooks of ordinary people” (p. 858). Their factor analysis found the strongest loadings
for two items: “In touch with ordinary people” and “Understands everyday life.”

Given the design of our experiment, which required a single indicator of authenticity, we
operationalized the trait as whether a politician “understands the problems of ordinary people.”
Table 2: Indicators in conjoint experiment
ATTRIBUTE | LEVELS

Competence | Expert in a field

Little expertise in a field

Integrity Acts consistently with their promises

Does not act consistently with their promises

Impartiality | Works in the interest of the whole country

Works in the interest of their own supporters

Authenticity | Understands the problems of ordinary people

Does not understand the problems of ordinary people

Partisanship | Represents party in coalition

Represents party in opposition

Source: Authors
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4.1.5 Analytical Strategy

To analyse the choice data, we utilized Hierarchical Bayes (HB) estimation (Rossi, Allenby, &
Misra, 2024). This advanced statistical technique moves beyond aggregate-level results to calculate
robust utility scores for each attribute level for every individual respondent. Unlike traditional
methods that assume a homogenous population, HB modelling assumes that individual utilities are
drawn from a common population distribution (a multi-normal distribution of part-worth). This
means that the model assumes each individual's set of preferences (their specific part-worth utilities
for all attribute levels) is a variation on a general, population-wide pattern of preferences. This
population-level pattern is described by a multivariate normal distribution, which has a mean
(representing the average preference) and a covariance matrix (representing how preferences for
different attributes vary together across the population). The estimation process is Bayesian: it
begins with a 'prior' distribution representing initial beliefs about the population's preferences and
then iteratively updates these beliefs using the actual choices made by each participant to arrive at
a 'posterior' distribution (Rossi et al., 2005). This "borrowing" of information across respondents
yields more stable and reliable individual-level utility estimates, which can then be used as
variables in subsequent analyses to test our hypotheses about the influence of social media
consumption.

We also applied another important indicator — the Relative Strategic Importance, which compares
the importance people place on various attributes of the political profile. We used the part-worths
from the HB estimations to calculate the relative strategic importance and standardise it so that all
the factors sum up to 100%. The size of impact between individual factors is thus directly
comparable and relatively easy to interpret.

4.2 Study 2: Findings

To test our hypotheses regarding the role of social media in shaping the individuals’ importance of
trustworthiness dimensions, we used the individual-level utilities derived from the HB estimation
as dependent variables in a series of regression models. This allows us to assess how media
consumption habits predict the value (or utility) arespondent places on each specific attribute. The
results, presented in Table 2, provide strong support for our hypotheses and reveal a fundamental
recalibration of trustworthiness criteria linked to social media use. The findings indicates that there
is a more complex process undergoing in the EU countries than just social media making people
more or less trustful. It suggests that intensive exposure to social media changes the way people
decide if a politician is trustworthy in the first place.

Our analysis failed to confirm the first hypothesis (2a). The impact of social media use on the
competence utility is very low and statistically insignificant. Thus, we need to reject the hypothesis
2a. In direct support of Hypothesis 2b and 2c, increased social media use is associated with a
significant decrease in the utility placed on impartiality ( = -0.011, p < 0.01) and integrity ( = -
0.018, p<0.001). This aligns with the literature identifying social media's structural features, such
as algorithmic curation, echo chambers, and the viral spread of negative information as drivers of
polarization and cynicism. As users spend more time in these environments, they appear to de-
prioritize traditional, institution-centric virtues like impartiality and integrity when evaluating
political figures.

Consistent with Hypothesis 2d, which predicted that more intense use of social media would lead
to a higher appreciation of authenticity, our analysis shows a positive and statistically significant
relationship between social media use and the utility assigned to authenticity (3=0.014, p <0.001).
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This finding empirically validates the theoretical argument that social media platforms, by
rewarding personal storytelling and direct, unmediated communication, train users to value
politicians who appear genuine and relatable.

Table 3: Regression Coefficients for Predicting Utilities for Selected Attributes

Competence Integrity Impartiality Authenticity
Media sources: -0,001 -0,018** -0,012** 0,014
Social media (0,001) (0,004) (0,003) (0,003)
Trust: 0,010™" 0,070"** 0,059* -0,049""
Social media (0,003) (0,008) (0,007) (0,006)
Media sources: 0,007 0,033 0,027 -0,027*
Newspapers (0,001) (0,004) (0,004) (0,003)
Trust: -0,006 -0,017 -0,032"*" 0,009
Newspapers (0,003) (0,010) (0,008) (0,008)
Media sources: 0,002 -0,016™* -0,007" 0,012**
Television (0,001) (0,004) (0,004) (0,003)
Trust: public -0,004 -0,023* -0,022* 0,009
service
broadcasters (0,003) (0,009) (0,007) (0,007)
Vote choice (b=coalition)
opposition 0,138 0,217 0,142 0,064
(0,005) (0,015) (0,012) (0,011)
Non-voter 0,038™" -0,456"" -0,366"" 0,653
(0,007) (0,021) (0,017) (0,016)
Age -0,001** -0,001*** -0,006™* 0,007
(0,000) (0,000) (0,000) (0,000)
Education -0,008** -0,017** -0,021** 0,009**
(ISCED) (0,001) (0,003) (0,003) (0,003)
Gender: Man 0,003 0,035 0,011 -0,071**
(b=Woman) (0,004) (0,013) (0,010) (0,009)
Liberal- 0,003 0,011" 0,014™ -0,012"*
conservative
self-placement (0,001) (0,003) (0,002) (0,002)
Left-right -0,003* 0,003 0,004 -0,010""
self-placement (0,001) (0,003) (0,002) (0,002)
Interest in politics -0,014* -0,049" -0,074™ 0,073**
(0,003) (0,008) (0,007) (0,006)
Feeling informed 0,004 0,035 0,040" -0,056""
(0,002) (0,006) (0,005) (0,005)
Constant -0,666"" -1,813" -0,778"" 0,681
(0,017) (0,050) (0,041) (0,038)
Sample size 28080 28080 28080 28080

Standard errors in parentheses
*p<0.05"p<0.01," p<0.001
Source: TRUEDEM Survey 2025, Authors’ calculation.
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The conjoint analysis provides experimental evidence suggesting that the forced trade-offs between
political attributes can reveal underlying patterns in how individuals evaluate trustworthiness.
However, given that respondents were asked to assess hypothetical profiles with simplified
attributes, the findings should be interpreted as indicative rather than definitive of real-world
judgments.

The results lend support to the study’s theoretical argument that the social media environment may
be contributing to a shift away from a traditional, performance-based model of trust, centered on
competence, integrity, and impartiality, toward a greater emphasis on authenticity. While the data
show that participants who report more intense social media use tend to assign higher utility to
authenticity-related traits, this should be read as a pattern consistent with, rather than proof of, a
causal mechanism. This pattern aligns with frameworks describing how the personalization of
politics (Bennett, 2012) and disintermediated communication can foster affective, para-social
relationships with political figures (Kelly et al., 2020). In such environments, the perception of a
leader’s authenticity appears to become a stronger driver of trust.

At the same time, the analysis indicates that as reliance on social media as an information source
increases, the relative importance assigned to impartiality and integrity tends to decrease. This
pattern is consistent with theories of affective polarization (Iyengar et al., 2012) and partisan echo
chambers (Sunstein, 2001), where loyalty and identity-based alignment can overshadow procedural
fairness. Taken together, the evidence points to a potential recalibration of political trust in digital
environments. Yet, this interpretation should be understood in light of the experimental design’s
trade-offs: while the conjoint structure isolates the effects of key attributes under controlled
conditions, it simplifies complex political judgments and may underestimate contextual influences
such as media framing or real-world exposure to political behaviour. Thus, the findings support the
plausibility of a model where affect-based loyalty precedes and shapes perceptions of performance
— but they should not be read as conclusive evidence of such a shift.
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5 Discussion and Conclusion

The findings in this paper suggest a shift in the political landscape, highlighting the contextual
foundations of trustworthiness may be influenced by the contemporary media environment. The
primary contribution of this study is to frame the impact of social media not merely as a potential
erosion of political trust, but as a possible shift in the criteria citizens use to evaluate
trustworthiness. Our results indicate a tendency for traditional performance-based metrics to
receive less weight among heavy social media users, while perceptions of authenticity appear
increasingly salient in political judgment.

The analyses provide evidence consistent with a gradual reorientation of trust evaluations. The
regression results from Study 1 suggest that more intensive use of social media for news is
associated with lower perceptions of government competence, impartiality, and integrity. While
these patterns point toward modifications of the "virtuous circle" theory—which posits that an
engaged media environment fosters reasoned trust in government—these changes should be
understood as probabilistic tendencies rather than deterministic outcomes.

Study 2 further illustrates that heavy social media users may place relatively less emphasis on
impartiality and integrity when evaluating political actors alongside other qualities. Importantly,
these trends appear to be gradual, as legacy media such as newspapers and television remain
primary information sources for many citizens and continue to be positively associated with
performance-based dimensions of trustworthiness. Overall, these findings support the
multidimensional model of political trustworthiness and are consistent with theoretical frameworks
like the virtuous circle theory, highlighting how different information environments may
differentially shape the factors that underlie political trust.

The empirical results provide evidence broadly consistent with the study’s central theoretical
argument that the social media environment may contribute to a shift from a rational, performance-
based model of political trust toward one influenced by personalization, para-social relationships,
and affective allegiance. The observed negative associations between social media use and
perceptions of competence, integrity, and impartiality suggest that the informational content
available on online platforms may be less conducive to the rational evaluation of government
performance emphasized in traditional, performance-based models of trust. The relatively low
importance assigned to competence in the conjoint experiment offers a complementary perspective,
indicating that citizens might increasingly evaluate politicians based on perceived personal
qualities rather than primarily as effective “agents” within the principal—agent framework that
underpins performance-based trust models.

Overall, research in the WP6 of the TRUEDEM project set out to understand the complex nature
of political trustworthiness in an era increasingly dominated by social media. Findings within our
work package, drawn from a combination of various data and methods, reveal more than just a
simple decline or rise in trust. Taking into account the whole research in this project, a
comprehensive narrative emerges. Social media is not just a new venue for politics; it is an
environment that actively reshapes the architecture of trustworthiness, with profound implications
for quality of democratic governance.

A central argument of our research is that the digital age, particularly the social media becoming
source of information about politics, changes the hierarchy of politicians’ traits that citizens
appreciate when making judgment on trust. The conjoint experiment presented in this study
demonstrated that increased consumption of social media is linked to decline in how important is
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integrity and impartiality for citizens. On the other hand, the analysis showed the rising importance
of politicians’ authenticity among intense social media users.

In other work (Vilagi & Babos 2025), we revealed that citizen engagement on Facebook is
overwhelmingly shallow, dominated by "clicktivism" and low-effort expressive comments, with
substantive political participation being exceptionally rare (under 2%). This type of low-
information, low-deliberation environment is ill-suited for evaluating complex, evidence-based
attributes like integrity or impartiality. It is, however, perfectly suited for making rapid, heuristic
judgments based on a politician's perceived personality and relatability, which is the core of
authenticity.

Our research also found (Babo§ & Vilagi, [under review]) that heavy social media use pushes
citizens toward irrational judgments on political trust, where their level of trust is disconnected
from objective government performance. The shift in priorities we identified (from substantive
virtues like integrity to affective traits like authenticity) can be seen as a core mechanism driving
this irrationality. Judging authenticity is inherently more subjective and less reliant on factual
evidence than judging policy consistency or fairness. In essence, the very architecture of social
media engagement, fast, emotional, and superficial, appears to be conditioning users to value the
political virtues that are most easily performed and judged within that environment.

The case study of Slovakia within this project (Babos 2025, [under review]) provides another
example of where the rise of the social media as main source of information can lead, particularly
in fragile political contexts. The study uncovered a paradox in a country experiencing democratic
backsliding (V-DEM 2025). It showed that higher trust in social media as source of information
translates into higher perceived trustworthiness of government, but the trust in government
subsequently lowered the support for democracy. Thus, social media trust appears to be eroding
the support for democratic principles.

Put in context, social media present a realistic threat to democratic accountability and thus the
quality of democratic governance. Social media use might lead users to prioritize authenticity, with
some populist or authoritarian-leaning politicians potentially gaining an advantage by effectively
signalling authenticity to build a following. If that "trustworthy" government is simultaneously
undermining the rule of law and democratic norms, then social media has become a vehicle for
legitimizing anti-democratic action.

Furthermore, the distinction between active and passive engagement on social media may be an
important factor in shaping political attitudes. In Slovakia, passive Facebook use has been found
to be associated with lower levels of support for certain liberal democratic principles, such as
minority rights or checks and balances (Babo$§ & Vilagi, 2024). These patterns are consistent with
the idea that passive users might be more exposed to polarizing, anti-institutional narratives
promoted by populist leaders. In contrast, active engagement appears to be linked to greater support
for the abstract notion of “democracy,” though not necessarily its key liberal components. This
may reflect an “illusion of inclusion” (Few et al. 2007), whereby the act of engaging feels
democratic, even if the content encountered and the broader political implications do not fully align
with liberal democratic norms.

In conclusion, the research presented in this paper provides empirical evidence consistent with the
idea that the distinct operating logic of social media may influence how users form judgments about
political trust. The traditional media environment, in which professionalized outlets provide the
informational basis for reasoned evaluations of government performance, appears to be gradually
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complemented, and in some contexts partially replaced, by a more dynamic and potentially volatile
online media landscape. Within this environment, the architecture of digital platforms may
contribute to polarization and could reduce the relative weight that citizens assign to traditional
dimensions of competence, integrity, and impartiality. At the same time, personalized and affect-
driven political communication appears to elevate perceived authenticity as an increasingly salient
factor in trust judgments. This emergent pattern, rooted in the psychological effects of para-social
relationships, suggests that in the contemporary public sphere, the sense of personal connection
with political actors may, for some citizens, play a more prominent role than evaluations of their
governing performance.
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ANNEX 1: Construction of the Vote Choice Variable

This appendix provides details on how we constructed the “vote choice” variable, a three-category
nominal measure designed to classify respondents in the survey based on their stated party
preference in a hypothetical national parliamentary election. The variable is derived from the
country-specific survey items q148 1AT through q148 24SE, which asked respondents: "If there
were a national parliamentary election tomorrow, which party on this list would you vote for, if
any?"

The resulting vote choice variable categorizes respondents into one of three mutually exclusive
groups:

1. Coalition/Government: Respondents indicating a preference for a political party that, at
the time of data collection, was a formal member of the national governing coalition.

2. Opposition/Non-government: Respondents indicating a preference for a political party
that was not part of the government coalition. It may be either a party represented in the
national parliament, or a party not explicitly listed, typically under the "Other" response
option.

3. Non-voter/Undecided: Respondents who stated they would not vote, did not know which
party to support, or selected "None."

The primary analytical purpose of this variable is to operationalize the government-opposition
cleavage, a fundamental dimension of political competition in parliamentary democracies. This
classification enables the systematic investigation of "winner-loser" effects, a theoretical
framework suggesting that citizens' political attitudes and behaviors, such as political trust, may be
significantly conditioned by their alignment with the incumbent executive. By distinguishing
between supporters of governing and opposition parties, the variable allows an analysis of how
citizens' relationships with the political system are shaped by their partisanship.

It is critical to note that the classification of political parties into "Coalition/Government" and
"Opposition" categories represents a specific temporal snapshot. The coding decisions are based
on the composition of national governments circa mid-2025, as documented during the data
preparation phase.! The political status of parties is dynamic, subject to change from elections,
cabinet reshuffles, and the formation or collapse of coalitions. This time-bound parameter is
essential for the contextualization of the study's findings and for any future attempts at replication
or extension of the analysis.
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A.1.2 Summary of Party Classifications

www.lruedem.eu

To provide a clear comparative overview, Table A1 summarizes the classification of political
parties into "Coalition/Government" and "Oppositio/Non-government" categories for the 23
countries included in this analysis. The party classifications reflect the governing arrangements in

place circa mid-2025.

Table Al: Summary of Party Classifications into Government and Opposition Categories

(as for July 2025)
Country Coalition/Government Parties |Opposition Parties
Austria OVP, SPO, NEOS FPO, Die Griinen, KPO
Belgium N-VA, CD&V, MR, Vooruit, [Ecolo, Groen, DéFI, PS,
LE PVDA-PTB, VB
Bulgaria GERB-SDS, BSP, ITN PP-DB, Vazrazhdane, DPS, and
others
Croatia HDZ SDP, Mozemo!, Domovinski
pokret, Most, IDS, NPS, Centar
Czechia Spolu, STAN ANO, KSCM, SPD, Pirati,
Ptisaha, Motoristé, SOCDEM
Denmark Socialdemokratiet, Venstre, SF, Danmarksdemokraterne,
Moderaterne Conservative, Liberal Alliance,
DF, Radikale, Enhedslisten,
/Alternativet, Nye Borgerlige,
Kristendemokraterne
Estonia Reformierakond, Eesti 200 Keskerakond, SD, Isamaa,
EKRE, Roheline
Finland Kokoomus, Perussuomalaiset, [SDP, Greens, Left, Liike Nyt,
SFP, KD Centre
France Renaissance, MoDem LFL PS, EELV, LR, RN,
Reconquéte, PCF, LO, NPA,
DLF
Greece Nea Dimokratia SYRIZA, PASOK/KINAL,
KKE, EL, MeRA25, Niki, and
others
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Kristdemokraterna, Liberalerna

Hungary Fidesz DK, Momentum, Tisza Part,
MSZP, LMP, Parbeszéd, Mi
Hazank

Ireland Fianna Fail, Fine Gael Sinn Féin, Green, Labour,
Social Democrats, PBP, Aontu,
14C, NA

Italy Fratelli d'Italia, Forza Italia, [PD, MS5S, Alleanza Verdi e

Lega Sinistra, Azione, Italia Viva,

Piu Europa

Latvia Jauna Vienotiba, Nacionala Latvijas attistibai, Progresivie,

apvieniba, Apvienotais saraksts|Latvija pirmaja vieta, Saskana,

77S, Stabilitatei!, Suveréna
vara

Lithuania LSDP, LVZS, Nemuno Ausra |All other listed parties

INetherlands 'VVD, BBB PVV, GroenLinks-PvdA, FVD,
CDA, D66, and others

Poland KO, Trzecia Droga, Lewica PiS, Konfederacja

Portugal AD PS, CH, BE, CDU, IL, PAN

Romania PSD, PNL, USR, UDMR AUR, PMP, and others

Slovakia SMER-SD, HLAS, SNS PS, KDH, SaS, Republika,
Slovensko, Demokrati, Aliancia

Slovenia Gibanje Svoboda, SD, Levica [SDS, NSi

Spain PSOE, Sumar PP, Vox, SALF, Regionalist
parties

Sweden Moderaterna, Socialdemokraterna,

Sverigedemokraterna,
Centerpartiet, Véansterpartiet,
Miljopartiet

Source: Nordsieck, 2025
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