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Abstract
Volunteering plays a growing role in supporting community resilience in times of crisis. This paper takes a closer look at the role
of political trust for volunteering, distinguishing between trust in local and national government. We conduct secondary analysis
of a large-scale longitudinal social survey in the United Kingdom (three timepoints, N = 5,039), to estimate a random-intercept
cross-lagged panel model to assess the relationships between political trust and volunteering over time. Results reveal a positive
link at the between-person level between volunteering and local but not national trust (random intercepts). At the within-
person level (cross-lagged paths), an increase in local trust is related to a greater likelihood of volunteering 3 months later.
Moreover, an increase in national trust is related to a lower likelihood of volunteering. We highlight implications for initiatives to
promote civic engagement.
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In the current era marked by multiple intersecting crises,
communities are increasingly confronted with urgent and
complex challenges. As these crises intensify, so too does
the need for volunteers, whose contributions play a crucial
role in addressing urgent societal needs and supporting
community resilience (United Nations Volunteers, 2021).

A growing literature suggests that different degrees of
political trust may either foster or hinder volunteering. The
present paper draws from data collected during the COVID-
19 pandemic to examine the temporal linkages between
volunteering and trust in times of crisis. Extending past
research, we focus not only on the degree of trust but also
distinguish between two levels of governance: national and
local political trust, which we suspect might influence volun-
teering in opposite directions, explaining mixed findings in
the literature. On one hand, political trust may be negatively
associated with volunteering (if trusting citizens believe insti-
tutions are already doing enough, or conversely if distrusting
citizens organise themselves to make up for the absence of
competent institutions)—an interpretation that seems espe-
cially plausible when focusing on trust in the national gov-
ernment. On the other hand, political trust may be positively
associated with volunteering (when greater confidence in
institutions, and more frequent contact with them, strength-
ens beliefs that personal investment is safe and worthwhile),
which seems more likely when considering trust in local gov-
ernment. This study examines these possibilities.

What Is Volunteering?

Omoto and Packard (2016) defined volunteering as:

an active and intentional process in which individuals and
groups seek out opportunities to assist others. These actions,
intended to be helpful, are undertaken by choice, on the basis
of free will, and often in the service of personal values, needs,
and motives. (p. 272)

People may engage in volunteering for different reasons
that fulfil either more personal or more social motives (see
Clary et al., 1998; Clary & Snyder, 1999). Volunteering
typically benefits strangers, thus extending prosociality
beyond close ties (Omoto & Packard, 2016; Snyder &
Omoto, 2008). Early work emphasised formal volunteering,
that is, through or on behalf of an organisation, while giv-
ing less attention to informal volunteering, that is, volun-
teering arranged or committed without institutional
management (see Paine et al., 2010; Pearce & Kristjansson,
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2019; Snyder & Omoto, 2008; Thomson, 2002). Informal
volunteering includes actions such as mowing the lawn or
running errands for an elderly neighbour, tutoring for free,
picking up litter and so on. Recent estimates indicate that
twice as many people volunteer informally as volunteer for-
mally (United Nations Volunteers, 2021), highlighting the
importance to consider both forms.

While volunteering is often considered a form of civic
participation, it differs from other forms in several respects.
Unlike much political participation or activism, volunteer-
ing is typically not intended to challenge or change the soci-
etal system. Rather, it accepts existing social structures and
seeks to mitigate problems within this system without
necessarily addressing root causes (Wong, 2024). It is also
more often undertaken by members of wealthier or domi-
nant groups, unlike typical minority-group-based collective
action (Hustinx et al., 2022). Accordingly, volunteerism
and civic action are believed to arise from complementary
processes in the civil sphere (Janoski, 2010).

The literature identifies several personal antecedents of
volunteering (Snyder & Omoto, 2008; Wilson, 2012),
including personality traits (Bekkers, 2005; Omoto et al.,
2010), empathic concern (Stürmer et al., 2005, 2006) and a
stronger volunteer identity (Chacón et al., 2007; see also
Grönlund, 2011). Volunteering can also be approached at
the societal level, where the focus is on the linkages
between individuals and the broader social structure
(Snyder & Omoto, 2008). Identification with one’s commu-
nity (Omoto & Packard, 2016) or neighbourhood (Johnson
et al., 2018; Latham & Clarke, 2016; Pearce &
Kristjansson, 2019) is related to greater volunteering.

Research at this level of explanation often adopts the
lens of social cohesion, an umbrella term for the different
vertical and horizontal interactions between individuals
within a society (Bottoni, 2018a, 2018b; Chan et al., 2006).
In general, volunteering is related to greater individual-level
perceptions of social cohesion (Horsham et al., 2024; Lu
et al., 2021; Niebuur et al., 2018). Places defined by higher
levels of social cohesion also see greater rates of volunteer-
ing (Lalot et al., 2022); conversely, places marked by neigh-
bourhood disorder (Latham & Clarke, 2016) or lower trust
(Putnam, 2007) show lower rates.

The social cohesion literature also highlights the role of
institutions for volunteering (most often under the form of
perceived legitimacy of, and trust in institutions, contribut-
ing to vertical cohesion). This echoes the institutional theory
of volunteerism, which argues that a ‘correct’ institutional
context (including laws, policies and incentives) is necessary
for the nonprofit sector to develop (Healy, 2004; Rotolo &
Wilson, 2011; see also Snyder & Omoto, 2008). Countries
with a longer and stable history of democratic regimes
report higher rates of volunteering (Curtis et al., 2001),
potentially through increased social trust. However, the
temporal linkages between institutional (or political) trust
and volunteering remain underexplored.

The Role of Political Trust

Political trust refers to the confidence people have in their
government (Levi & Stoker, 2000). It is thus an evaluative
attitude reflecting citizens’ perceptions of the political sys-
tem in several respects, often summarised as a government’s
ability, benevolence and integrity (Devine et al., 2020;
PytlikZillig & Kimbrough, 2016). Although unsurprisingly
related to political partisanship (Hooghe & Oser, 2017),
political trust cannot be reduced to a mere partisan bias.
Partisans might grow dissatisfied with government perfor-
mance or policy choices, and nonpartisans may still view
government as competent and ethical despite disagreeing
with certain policies (Citrin & Stoker, 2018; Hamm et al.,
2019). Political trust influences citizen’s behaviour, includ-
ing, for example, political engagement (Levi & Stoker,
2000). Here, we argue that it also matters for volunteering
as a specific form of civic participation.

Mixed Findings in the Literature

Our argument builds on the institutional theory of volun-
teerism, which highlights the role of adequate institutional
incentives to maintain and develop the nonprofit sector
(Rotolo & Wilson, 2011; see also Irwin, 2009).
Accordingly, people should volunteer more when they trust
that the general organisational structure is effective and
non-corrupt, making their investment worthwhile and safe
(Bolton, 2015; Wilson, 2000). Moreover, multicomponent
models of social cohesion consider both political trust (ver-
tical ties) and volunteering (horizontal ties) as indicators of
social cohesion (Bottoni, 2018a, 2018b), implicitly suggest-
ing that they should positively relate to one another.

This theoretical argument is plausible, but empirical evi-
dence remains sparse and mixed.1 A recent review consid-
ered the relationships between volunteering and social
cohesion as a whole but not with political trust specifically
(Horsham et al., 2024; see also Lu et al., 2021). Taniguchi
(2013) found a positive effect of trust in institutions (pri-
vate and public) on irregular, but not regular, volunteering.
Evers and Gesthuizen (2011) also found that people with
higher political trust made larger donations to non-political
organisations. However, Kohut (1998) observed no signifi-
cant relationship between political trust and volunteering
likelihood. Taniguchi and Marshall (2014) observed a posi-
tive link between political trust and charitable giving but
not volunteering.

Negative relationships also appear, suggesting that citi-
zens may organise horizontally to compensate distrusted
institutions (Kaase, 1999). ‘Institutional trust is unlikely to
increase volunteering when people are using their volunteer
time to [. . .] work in some way to ameliorate the conditions
created by a government they do not trust’ (Wilson, 2000,
p. 225; see also Sivesind et al., 2013; van Ingen & van der
Meer, 2016). Alternatively, citizens who believe that institu-
tions function well may believe their own philanthropic or
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altruistic efforts are less necessary (as Evers & Gesthuizen,
2011, observed at the country level).

The question of causality also remains unanswered.
Indeed, volunteering could also increase political trust:
volunteering may bring people into contact with formal
institutions, and this increased contact may increase trust
(Bolton, 2015). As such, Fitzgerald and Wolak (2014) iden-
tified small but significant effects of voluntary organisation
membership on political trust. Sivesind et al. (2013) notably
found that volunteering increased political trust but only in
a country with overall high levels of trust (i.e., in Norway
but not the Czech Republic), which they argue highlights
the different meanings of volunteering in (un)trustworthy
institutional contexts.

Trust in the National or Local Government

We propose that these mixed findings may be explained, at
least partly, by the level at which political trust is con-
ceived. Trust can refer to different political figures and
institutions (e.g., local vs. state governance). Although
‘halo’ effects may produce consistent and intercorrelated
evaluations of different political actors (Christensen &
Lægreid, 2005; PytlikZillig et al., 2016), people also make
distinctions. Trust in the local government is often higher
than in the national government, potentially because the
latter is more abstract (Abrams, Broadwood, Lalot, &
Davies Hayon, 2021; Frederickson & Frederickson, 1995;
Steenvoorden & van der Meer, 2021)—although not in
every country (Fitzgerald & Wolak, 2014; Wu & Wilkes,
2017). Ability-based trust may also arise from different
evaluations of government performance: national trust
depends more on economic expectations, and local trust on
positive evaluations of local performances and services
(DeHoog et al., 1990; Steenvoorden & van der Meer,
2021).

We argue that both the degree and direction of the trust-
volunteering link depend on the level at which trust is
applied. Specifically, we might expect that political trust is
negatively related to volunteering, either because citizens
feel the institutions are doing enough or because they self-
organise to compensate for a lack of trustworthy institu-
tions, which seems most likely when considering trust in
national government. Conversely, political trust could be
positively related to volunteering because of increased con-
tact with institutions and the belief that personal invest-
ment is both worthwhile and safe. This seems most likely
when considering trust in local government. The present
study aims to investigate these possibilities. We also explore
the reverse relation, that is, from volunteering to trust in
the national and local government.

The Present Study

This paper aims to investigate what relationships may exist
between volunteering and political trust, distinguishing

between trust in the local versus national government. Our
investigation relies on secondary analysis of a large-scale
longitudinal social survey conducted in the United
Kingdom during the COVID-19 pandemic, the Beyond Us
and Them project (Abrams, Broadwood, Lalot, Davies
Hayon, & Dixon, 2021). An eight-wave survey conducted
from 2020 to 2021, it assessed topics related to social cohe-
sion, including (relevant for the present purpose) political
trust and volunteering.

Transparency and Openness

Data, materials and code for analysis are publicly available
on the OSF: https://osf.io/e3anb. All analyses were con-
ducted on RStudio 2023.06.0+421 using packages lavaan
(Rosseel, 2012), ChiBarSq.DiffTest (Kuiper, 2025), and
powRICLPM (Mulder, 2023). This secondary data analysis
was not preregistered.

Method

Participants. We focus on longitudinal data from three con-
secutive waves (conducted in December 2020, March 2021,
and June 2021) as these included a consistent set of mea-
sures of political trust and volunteering and provided a
large longitudinal sample of N = 5,039 (of which 2,407
completed two consecutive waves only, and 2,632 com-
pleted all three waves). The sample included 2,216 men
(44.0%), 2,805 women (55.7%) and 18 ‘other’ or undi-
sclosed (0.3%), of a mean age of 47.15 (SD = 16.59). A
full demographic profile, including a comparison between
participants returning and not returning to a subsequent
wave, is reported in Supplementary Material (SM1).

Materials
Political Trust at the National Versus Local Level. Our metho-

dology was necessarily shaped by the measures available in
the dataset. Given our aim to contrast trust in the national
versus local government, we could only utilise a single-item
measure for each. These items focused on trust in the gov-
ernment response to COVID-19: ‘I believe [the United
Kingdom Government / my local council (i.e., town)] is
handling the causes and consequences of the pandemic
competently’ (5-point Likert-type scale, 1 = strongly dis-
agree, 5 = strongly agree) and were included in each wave.
They arguably capture trust primarily through the lens of
government’s perceived ability (Davies et al., 2021)—an
important component of political trust (Hamm et al.,
2019). Trust in the government response to COVID-19 was
surveyed closely in several large-scale surveys during the
pandemic, including the COVIDistress Survey (Yamada
et al., 2021), the University of Leeds and Savanta ComRes
Covid-19 Messaging Project (Coleman et al., 2020), and
the Imperial College London YouGov Covid 19 Behaviour
Tracker (Institute of Global Health Innovation, 2022),
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with similarly worded items (see Davies et al., 2021, for an
overview).

As this research and others indicate, the pandemic
affected virtually every domain of public and private life,
including close relationships and well-being, jobs and eco-
nomic growth, education, arts and culture, prejudice and
discrimination. Thus, it can be argued that the items asses-
sing how the government handled the ‘causes and conse-
quences’ of the pandemic tap into the perception of society
broadly speaking across a range of domains.

Volunteering. Volunteering was retrieved from a larger
checklist that included different forms of political and civic
action (e.g., signed a petition, made a donation).
Participants indicated in a dichotomous format (0 = no, 1
= yes) whether they had engaged in the activity during the
past month. In the first wave, a single item assessed
‘Volunteered’. In waves 2 and 3, two items separately cap-
tured ‘Volunteered ‘‘formally’’ (through an official charity
or organisation)’ and ‘Helping out ‘‘informally’’ (personally
or through an informal organisation such as a mutual aid
group)’. To ensure comparability across waves, we created
a single score from these two questions, coded 0 =
Engaged in neither, 1 = Engaged in at least one form of
volunteering.

Volunteering is conceptually distinct from other forms
of political and civic action, but we also checked to ensure
that this was the case empirically. When we conducted
exploratory factor analyses on the civic participation items,
at every wave, the items for volunteering (and donating)
loaded on a different factor than all others, thus supporting
our choice to focus on volunteering specifically (see SM2).
As a robustness check, we also investigated the relation-
ships between trust and donating (single item) as well as a
single indicator of donating or volunteering. These tests
yielded similar results to our main analysis (see SM3).
Descriptive statistics are reported in Table 1.

Analysis Strategy. We relied on a random intercept cross-
lagged panel model approach (RI-CLPM) to investigate
the longitudinal relations between political trust (at the
national and local level) and volunteering. The RI-CLPM
separates stable, between-person differences from dynamic,
within-person processes, enabling us to disentangle long-
term trait-like associations from time-specific state-like

interactions (through both autoregressive and cross-lagged
effects). This approach improves causal inference and
avoids conflating between-person and within-person effects
common in traditional CLPMs (Hamaker, 2023; Hamaker
et al., 2015).

We estimated an RI-CLPM where trust in the national
government, trust in the local government, and volunteer-
ing at Time 1 and Time 2 were used to predict each other
at Time 2 and Time 3, respectively (see Figure 1). For each
construct, we computed a between-person latent variable
(or random intercept) as well as single indicator latent vari-
ables at each time point, which capture within-person
effects (i.e., time-specific deviations from each participant’s
trait-level means). We calculated covariances between the
between-person latent indicators and all autoregressive and
cross-lagged paths between within-person time-specific
indicators. As we had no theoretical reasons to predict that
the strength of these associations would vary through time
(i.e., between Time1–Time2 and Time2–Time3), we con-
strained each pair of (autoregressive and cross-lagged)
associations to be equal across time. Complementary anal-
ysis showed that imposing these constraints only minimally
reduced model fit, Dx2(Ddf = 9) = 31.46, p \ .001, DCFI
= .002, DRMSEA = .009, DSRMR = .006, DGFI \
.001, reinforcing our choice to rely on the more parsimo-
nious model.

To account for the dichotomous nature of the volun-
teering measure, we relied on the WLSMV estimator with
theta parametrisation, which uses diagonally weighted least
squares (DWLS) to estimate the model parameters, but
uses the full weight matrix to compute robust standard
errors, and a mean- and variance-adjusted test statistic.2 It
should be noted that for binary outcomes (here, volunteer-
ing), standardised coefficients are defined on the underly-
ing latent response variable and should not be interpreted
directly as standardised effects on the observed binary vari-
able. We thus additionally calculated the marginal effects
of trust on volunteering, or the percentage-point change in
P(volunteering = 1) per 1-unit increase in the predictor, at
the within-person mean or h = 0.

A power analysis (1,500 simulations) indicated that our
sample size provided ..95 power to detect a standardised
cross-lagged effect as small as .10 (three time points, other
indicators set conservatively to small values: ICC = .40,
RI correlation = .20, autoregressive effects = .20, oppo-
site cross-lagged effect = .07; Mulder, 2023).

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Political Trust and Volunteering at Each Measurement Time

Variable Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

Trust in national government M (SD) 2.28 (1.23) 2.58 (1.28) 2.55 (1.24)
Trust in local government M (SD) 3.12 (1.05) 3.24 (1.03) 3.20 (1.00)
Volunteering (% yes) 16.3% 12.8% 12.6%

Note. Trust is measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale; volunteering is a dichotomous yes/no measure.
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Results

Results are depicted in Figure 2, and the full output is
reported in Table 2. The RI-CLPM provided excellent fit
to the data, x2 = 173.86, df = 22, x2/df = 7.90, CFI =
.983, RMSEA = .037, 90% CI [.032, .042], SRMR =
.016.

Between-Person Level: Random Intercepts. At the between-
person level, the random intercepts of trust in the national
and the local government were positively correlated (b =
.31, p \ .001), indicating that participants who reported
higher national trust overall also reported higher local
trust. The random intercepts of local trust and volunteering
were also significantly related (b = .15, p \ .001): partici-
pants who reported higher local trust overall were also
more likely to volunteer. The random intercepts of national
trust and volunteering, on the other hand, were not signifi-
cantly related (b = .001, p = .98). As a robustness check,
we repeated the analysis while controlling for demo-
graphics. This yielded virtually identical results.3 More
detail regarding the role of demographics on trust and
volunteering is reported in SM4.

Within-Person Level: Regressions
Auto-Regressive Paths. Results showed significant autore-

gressive paths for national trust (bT1/T2 = .30/.32, p \
.001) and local trust (bT1/T2 = .12/.11, p = .005), indicat-
ing that within-person fluctuations persist over time. This

means that if an individual experienced a temporary
increase (or decrease) in trust at one time point, they were
more likely to maintain that deviation at the next time
point. In contrast, the autoregressive path for volunteering
was not significant (bT1/T2 = .18/.12, p = .28), suggesting
volunteering fluctuated independently across time rather
than following a stable pattern of inertia. In other words,
volunteering behaviour appears to be rather situational,
and fluctuations may not persist over time.

Cross-Lagged Paths. Finally, we turned to the cross-lagged
paths. National trust at Time T was negatively predicted
by volunteering (bT1/T2 = 2.17/2.12, p = .024) at Time
T-1, but not by local trust (bT1/T2 = 2.04, p = .22). Local
trustT on the other hand was not significantly predicted by
either national trustT-1 (bT1/T2 = 2.01, p = .90) or
volunteeringT-1 (bT1/T2 = .13/.09, p = .088).

Finally, and most relevant to our research question,
volunteering at Time T was significantly predicted by
national trust and local trust at Time T-1 but in opposite
directions. Specifically, a person who experienced a
decrease in national trust would later be more likely to
volunteer (bT1/T2 = 2.31/2.33, p = .002; marginal effect
= 2.101 or decrease of 10.1 percentage points by 1-unit
increase in national trust); and a person who experienced
an increase in local trust would later be more likely to
volunteer (bT1/T2 = .19/.18, p = .036; marginal effect =
.060). Conversely, someone who experienced an increase in
national trust and/or a decrease in local trust would
become less likely to volunteer 3 months later.

Figure 1. Representation of the Random-Intercept Cross-Lagged Model Tested in the Study
Note. Although not depicted for simplification purposes, we also estimated the covariances between residuals of the within-person centred
variables.
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Discussion

The latest U.S. Census Bureau report indicates that, after a
pandemic-era drop, volunteering is on the rise again
(Hanson Schlachter & Marshall, 2024). Elsewhere, how-
ever, long-term trends point downwards. In the United
Kingdom, both formal and informal volunteering have
been declining for the past 10 years (the United Kingdom
Department for Culture, Media & Sport, 2024). These fig-
ures and others worldwide (United Nations Volunteers,
2021) suggest that global crises may disrupt volunteerism
with lasting repercussions for societal resilience to the
extent that it may rely on informal social sources of mutual
support. This highlights the need to identify factors that
encourage volunteering and that could leverage faster
recovery from a crisis.

The literature has yielded mixed findings regarding the
links between political trust and volunteering. We present a
longitudinal investigation of these relations, which high-
lights the importance of distinguishing between different
levels of governance for understanding both the direction
and strength of relationships between trust and
volunteering.

From Political Trust to Volunteering

We find opposite associations by level of trust. Local trust
shows both synchronous and cross-lagged positive relations
with volunteering: people with higher local trust are more
likely to volunteer at a given point in time; moreover,
experiencing an increase in local trust makes one more
likely to volunteer 3 months later. National trust, on the
other hand, only shows a cross-lagged negative relation:

experiencing an increase in national trust makes one less
likely to volunteer 3 months later.

These results clarify prior ambiguities in the literature,
which had identified positive (e.g., Taniguchi, 2013), nega-
tive (e.g., Kaase, 1999), or no link (e.g., Kohut, 1998)
between political trust and volunteering. Authors often uti-
lised aggregate scores that average trust in different politi-
cal institutions or actors, which, we argue, creates noise in
the findings. We show here that the level of governance is
key: trust in the local versus national government exert
directionally opposite influences on volunteering that are
of similar size. Had we not distinguished the two measures,
their effects might have cancelled one another out.

From Volunteering to Political Trust

We found a small negative cross-lagged effect of volunteer-
ing on trust in the national government. The effect on trust
in the local government was directionally positive but did
not reach significance (p = .088). In our robustness check,
considering an index of donating or volunteering, however,
the effect became significant (p = .008). Thus, rather than
contradicting earlier findings, our evidence suggests that
such effects may be small. Directionally, the effects of
volunteering on trust are consistent with the opposing ten-
dencies: positive effects on local trust and negative effects
on national trust. The relatively small effects could reflect
the time lag between waves. An algebraic calculation using
our coefficients indicates that the ‘optimal time lag’ may
have been shorter (1.5–2 months instead of 3; Dormann &
Griffin, 2015), in part due to the low stability of the volun-
teering measure.4 Further studies on shorter time lags

Figure 2. Random-Intercept Cross-Lagged Model Testing the Associations Between Trust in the National and Local Government and Volunteering
Note. The numbers reported are unstandardised coefficients with 95% CI. As the autoregressive and cross-lagged coefficients were fixed to
be equal from T1-T2 and from T2-T3, we report them only once for visual simplification purposes.
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would be useful to advance our understanding of
volunteering-trust dynamics. Indeed, time lags that are too
long may lead to underestimating causal effects.

We must also consider the possibility that different
dynamics may emerge over different time frames. Debate
persists over the stability of political trust: some argue it
crystallises in adolescence on the basis of early-life experi-
ences, and thereafter shows only temporal fluctuations
around a mean level (e.g., Devine & Valgar+sson, 2024;
Krosnick & Alwin, 1989). Others contend civic and politi-
cal experiences in adulthood, including volunteering, con-
tinue to durably shape trust (Sivesind et al., 2013). Our
data can only speak to short-term fluctuations. Long-term
investigations are needed to determine whether (sustained)
volunteering may influence trust in the long run.

Limitations and Future Directions

This study has several strengths, including a large longitudi-
nal sample and state-of-the-art statistical analysis that sepa-
rates synchronous and cross-lagged relations. However,

some limitations must be acknowledged, which open ave-
nues for future research.

First, our data were from a single nation (the United
Kingdom). Different national contexts may produce differ-
ent trust dynamics, depending, for example, on the average
level of political trust (Evers & Gesthuizen, 2011; Sivesind
et al., 2013) or collectivist-individualist culture (Taniguchi,
2013; Taniguchi & Marshall, 2014; Wu & Wilkes, 2017).
Future work should investigate the effects of national ver-
sus local political trust across countries.

Second, evidence in the United Kingdom suggests that
in times of crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic, political
trust is especially labile (e.g., Davies et al., 2021), and
volunteering is especially crucial, making the present
research particularly timely but possibly atypical. Crises
lacking a ‘common fate’ narrative may yield different pat-
terns, and it will be important to assess whether the
dynamics revealed in our analyses persist in less turbulent
times. Our trust measure was also context-specific as it
assessed competence-based trust (adequacy of government
actions to tackle the pandemic). While competence is a

Table 2. Results From the Random-Intercept Cross-Lagged Model Testing the Associations Between Trust in the National and Local Government and
Volunteering

Association Est. SE 95% CI z-test p-value b (T1 / T2)

Between-person covariances (random intercepts)
National trust ;; Local trust .244 .028 [.189, .299] 8.64 \.001 .306
National trust ;; Volunteering .003 .109 [2.210, .216] 0.03 .98 .001
Local trust ;; Volunteering .261 .080 [.104, .418] 3.26 .001 .151
Within-person covariances at T1
National trust ;; Local trust .147 .027 [.094, .199] 5.49 \.001 .299
National trust ;; Volunteering 2.068 .119 [2.301, .165] -0.57 .57 2.061
Local trust ;; Volunteering .169 .085 [.003, .335] 1.99 .046 .148
Within-person covariances at T2 & T3
National trust ;; Local Trust .128 .016 [.096, .160] 7.89 \.001 .289
National trust ;; Volunteering 2.137 .056 [2.248, .027] -2.43 .015 2.199
Local trust ;; Volunteering 2.055 .049 [2.151, .042] -1.12 .27 2.086
Within-person regressions at T2 & T3
National trustT

; National trustT-1 .319 .055 [.211, .428] 5.77 \.001 .301 / .318
; Local trustT-1 2.043 .035 [2.112, .025] -1.24 .22 2.042 / 2.038
; VolunteeringT-1 2.079 .035 [2.148, 2.011] -2.27 .024 2.173 / 2.116

Local trustT
; National trustT-1 2.005 .040 [2.083, .073] -0.12 .90 2.005 / 2.006
; Local trustT-1 .109 .038 [.034, .184] 2.84 .005 .118 / .110
; VolunteeringT-1 .053 .031 [2.008, .114] 1.71 .088 .131 / .089

VolunteeringT

; National trustT-1 2.487 .157 [2.795, 2.180] -3.11 .002 2.312 / 2.331
; Local trustT-1 .290 .138 [.019, .561] 2.09 .036 .189 / .175
; VolunteeringT-1 .120 .110 [2.096, .336] 1.09 .28 .178 / .120

Note. Covariances are indicated as x1 ;; x2. Regressions are indicated as y ; x (i.e., the fully left-justified variable is the endogenous variable). Within-

person covariances at Time 1 reflect the relationship between the variables after accounting for their stable, trait-like individual differences, but not

influenced by prior time points (since it is the first measurement). Within-person covariances at Times 2-3 represent the residual (state-like) associations,

controlling for both stable, trait-like differences (random intercepts) and previous within-person fluctuations due to the cross-lagged and autoregressive

processes. It should be noted that for binary outcomes (here, volunteering), standardised coefficients are defined on the underlying latent response

variable and should not be interpreted directly as standardised effects on the observed binary variable. Although the point estimate is constrained to

equality, the effects are standardised based on the point estimate and variances, and since the variances vary at each assessment occasion, the standardised

effects are slightly different at Time 2 and Time 3.
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central component of trust (Hamm et al., 2019) and similar
measures were widely used in pandemic surveys (Davies
et al., 2021), future work should disentangle different com-
ponents of trust (PytlikZillig et al., 2016).

Relatedly, the civic engagement literature tends to con-
trast low vs. high levels of trust; yet, low trust is not neces-
sarily equivalent to distrust. This distinction remains a
contention with different theoretical perspectives holding
either that trust and distrust form a two-pole continuum
(with mistrust being the neutral middle-point; Sitkin &
Bijlsma-Frankema, 2018; Ullmann-Margalit, 2004), or that
trust and distrust are distinct constructs leading to differ-
ent, specific responses (Bertsou, 2019; Lewicki et al., 1998;
Six & Latusek, 2023; see also Fletcher et al., 2024).
Psychometrically, our scales align with the former: the
lower end likely captures distrust and not merely low trust.
Refining measurement would clarify the distinct dynamics
of (low) trust, distrust and mistrust.

More specific forms of volunteering could also be con-
sidered. In line with much of the existing research, we
focused here on volunteering occurrence, that is, whether
people volunteered or not. But volunteering intensity and
type should also be considered (see Horsham et al., 2024).
Recent figures in the United States suggest that although
the share of citizens who are volunteering is on the rise, the
number of hours served per volunteer is decreasing
(Hanson, Schlachter & Marshall, 2024). Future studies
should look at such episodic volunteering and contrast its
dynamics with that of sustained volunteering. Similarly, it
would be interesting to separately consider the different
motives for volunteering (Clary et al., 1998; Clary &
Snyder, 1999). The impact of trust could be especially rele-
vant for prosocial volunteering and maybe less so for self-
oriented volunteering—something future work could
assess.

What Underpins the Effect of Local Trust? We cannot say for
certain what it is exactly about trust in local government
that facilitates volunteering. Citizens interact more directly
with local government and see its impact on their daily life
(i.e., a more concrete perception; Frederickson &
Frederickson, 1995), which can make civic engagement feel
more relevant. Indeed, an important component of volun-
teering (especially informal) occurs at the local level. We
conjecture that trust may thus foster a belief that volun-
teering efforts will be well-utilised and lead to tangible
results. It is also plausible that a trustworthy local govern-
ment may be more likely to provide structured opportuni-
ties for participation, making it easier for residents to get
involved. It may also allocate resources efficiently, reassur-
ing people that their contribution will be meaningful. Local
trust could thus contribute to a greater sense of self- and
collective efficacy, as well as reinforce a sense of social
cohesion within the community. Future research is needed

to explore and pinpoint whether such mechanisms (i.e.,
concrete evaluation, greater contact, local engagement, per-
ceived efficacy) underlie the positive effect of local trust on
volunteering.

Practical Implications and Conclusions

This research contributes to the literature on political trust
as a potential antecedent of volunteering. It highlights the
importance of considering different levels of governance
separately and suggests that trust in the national and local
government may contribute to opposing dynamics—
national trust hindering and local trust encouraging
volunteering.

A practical implication of these findings is that the most
substantial gains in efforts to sustain civic engagement and
volunteering efforts may be derived by focussing on local
levels and building trust in local governance. This can be
achieved through clearer and more honest communication
(Abrams, Broadwood, Lalot, & Davies Hayon, 2021) and
demonstrating consistent positive impact for the local com-
munity (Fitzgerald & Wolak, 2014). Such efforts may be
even more important in times of crisis, where political trust
is particularly fragile, and citizens may turn to their com-
munity (Aassve et al., 2024) and local level of government
(Lalot et al., 2022) to look for guidance and organise their
efforts. As such, we join others in calling for national insti-
tutions to work with local governments to support place-
based approaches that put social cohesion at the heart of
levelling up (Broadwood et al., 2021).
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Notes

1. In contrast, a large literature has investigated relationships
between volunteering and social trust and generally identi-
fies positive and bidirectional effects, although some con-
tention about directionality remains (e.g., Bekkers, 2012;
Kaase, 1999; Putnam, 1993, 2007; Sivesind et al., 2013;
Sønderskov, 2011; Wollebæk & Strømsnes, 2007).

2. See: https://lavaan.ugent.be/tutorial/cat.html.

3. When controlling for demographics (age, gender, political
orientation, ethnicity and subjective socioeconomic status),
the random intercepts of trust in the national and the local
government were positively correlated (b = .36, p \ .001),
and so were the random intercepts of local trust and volun-
teering (b = .18, p = .002). The random intercepts of
national trust and volunteering were not significantly
related (b = 2.01, p = .81).

4. We applied Equation 13 from Dormann and Griffin (2015)
to the autoregressive and cross-lagged relationships
between one type of trust and volunteering. For local gov-
ernment trust, this indicated an optimal time lag of 0.46 3

the specific unit (SU) of time (i.e., 0.46 3 3 months =
1.37 months). For national government trust, this indicated
an optimal time lag of 0.63 3 SU (i.e., 0.63 3 3 months
= 1.90 months).
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M. C. J., Flis, I., Kowal, M., Rachev, N. R., Reynoso-Alcán-

tara, V., Zerhouni, O., & . . .Consortium, C. O. G. S. (2021).

COVIDiSTRESS Global Survey dataset on psychological and

behavioural consequences of the COVID-19 outbreak. Scien-

tific Data, 8(1), 3. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41597-020-00784-9

Author Biographies

Fanny Lalot is a SNSF-funded senior researcher at the
University of Basel, as well as an honorary scholar at the
University of Kent. Her current research focuses on
dynamics of political and interpersonal trust.

Dominic Abrams, OBE is Professor of Social Psychology
and director of the Centre for the Study of Group
Processes at the University of Kent. His research focuses
on social cohesion and prejudice.

12 Social Psychological and Personality Science 00(0)

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-024-00652-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-024-00652-9
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192512116677587
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41597-020-00784-9

