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Abstract The functioning of representative democracy depends on a “responsible
electorate” that rewards and punishes parties according to their promises. Holding
representatives accountable is the only way for voters to keep control over the
government. This article draws on the normative assumption of accountability theory
to investigate the impact of information on pledge fulfillment on citizens’ trust in
government, taking into account moderators of this relationship. In a two-wave
panel experiment (N= 841; broken pledges, fulfilled pledges, control group), results
supported the hypotheses that fulfilled election pledges resulted in increased trust
in the government, whereas broken pledges decreased trust. However, only when
citizens had been satisfied with the government’s performance in the past or when
they attributed relevance to governmental pledge fulfillment did trust levels depend
on pledge fulfillment. These findings provide insights into the process of democratic
accountability and highlight the relevance of trust in studying the effects of election
pledges. Additionally, our study makes a case for the use of repeated measurements
in experimental research, as examining intraindividual changes can provide a more
comprehensive understanding, such as by assessing effect sizes.
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Sind Wahlversprechen wichtig? Die Auswirkungen gebrochener und
eingehaltener Wahlversprechen auf das Vertrauen in die Regierung

Zusammenfassung Das Funktionieren repräsentativer Demokratien hängt von einer
verantwortungsvollen Wählerschaft ab, die die Parteien gemäß ihren Wahlverspre-
chen bei den nächsten Wahlen belohnt oder bestraft. Die Rechenschaftspflicht der
Vertreter*innen ist für die Wählenden die einzige Möglichkeit, die Kontrolle über die
Regierung zu behalten. Die vorliegende Studie stützt sich auf die normative Annah-
me der Accountability Theory, um den Einfluss von Informationen über die Erfüllung
von Versprechen auf das Vertrauen der Bürger*innen in die Regierung zu untersu-
chen – unter Einbeziehung mehrerer moderierender Faktoren. In einem Experiment
mit zwei Panelwellen (N= 841; gebrochene Versprechen, erfüllte Versprechen, Kon-
trollgruppe) stützten die Ergebnisse die Hypothese, dass erfüllte Wahlversprechen
zu einem erhöhten Vertrauen in die Regierung führen, während gebrochene Verspre-
chen das Vertrauen verringern. Allerdings hing das Vertrauensniveau nur dann von
der Erfüllung der Versprechen ab, wenn die Bürger*innen in der Vergangenheit mit
der Leistung der Regierung zufrieden waren oder wenn sie die Information zu ge-
gebenen bzw. gehaltenen Wahlversprechen wichtig fanden. Diese Ergebnisse liefern
Einblicke in den Prozess der Verantwortlichkeit in demokratischen Systemen und
unterstreichen die Bedeutung von Vertrauen für die Untersuchung der Auswirkun-
gen von Wahlversprechen. Darüber hinaus spricht unsere Studie für die Verwendung
messwiederholter Designs in der experimentellen Forschung, da die Untersuchung
intraindividueller Veränderungen am besten geeignet ist, um beispielsweise durch
die Ermittlung von Effektgrößen ein differenziertes Bild zu liefern.

Schlüsselwörter Versprechen · Experiment · Rechenschaftspflicht · Politische
Einstellungen · Leistung der Regierung

1 Introduction

Election pledges play an essential role in democratic persuasion and political rep-
resentation: Political parties and candidates are elected based on the campaign
promises they make to voters (Mansbridge 2003). The elected government’s princi-
pal task is then to provide the program-to-policy linkage, that is, to establish “the
congruence between the contents of party election manifestos published before elec-
tions and subsequent government policy actions” (Thomson 2001, p. 171). Election
pledges facilitate that linkage by representing election manifestos in a condensed
form. However, for election pledges to play this crucial role in the process of polit-
ical representation and accountability, trust in the (governing) parties is a necessary
prerequisite.

Trust is important in two ways regarding election pledges. First, trust is essential
for election pledges’ credibility (Dupont et al. 2016): Voters should trust a party to
keep their promises (i.e., trust is the independent variable) if they are inclined to vote
for this party, pertaining to trust as “the willingness of a citizen or voter (trustor) to
be vulnerable to the actions of this politician (these politicians) (trustee(s)) on the
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basis of the expectation that this politician (these politicians) will perform particular
actions that are important to the citizen/voter, irrespective of the voter’s ability
to monitor or control this politician (these politicians)” (Halmburger et al. 2019,
p. 238). Second and following from that, a government breaking its promises is
expected to experience a decline in credibility and voters’ trust. Vice versa, fulfilled
election pledges should increase citizens’ trust (i.e., trust is the dependent variable).

This reasoning also links election pledges to mandate theories of democracy—and
most prominent party representation models—that perceive the relationship between
voters and parties as a “market-like relation of exchange between producers and
customers” (Schedler 1998, p. 194). Accordingly, parties must deliver what they
previously offered to fulfill their contractual obligations. Consequently, if parties
fail to do so, citizens should incorporate that in their trust ratings of parties, as in
Fiorina’s famous “running tally” (Fiorina 1981), and not vote for a party that does
not keep its election pledges (hence, is not trustworthy) at future elections. Because
of its link to accountability theory, we focus on the effect of broken and kept election
pledges on trust in this paper.

Political trust for our study is regarded as the difference between how people think
the government should perform and how they evaluate its actual performance (Het-
herington and Husser 2012, p. 313) to capture the expectation that election pledges
are kept. Moreover, we use the terms “kept “and “fulfilled” as well as “broken”
and “unfulfilled” election pledges interchangeably. Additionally, as previous studies
pointed toward a complex relationship between governments’ pledge fulfillment and
citizens’ assessment thereof (Naurin 2011; van Ryzin 2007; Schofield and Reeves
2015; Thomson 2011), it is important to consider potential moderating factors of
this relationship.

To address this research problem, we conducted a two-wave panel experiment
with a German electorate quota sample in March 2017. The availability of two waves
allowed us to test whether participants’ level of trust in the government changed
according to the different pledge information types. More precisely, participants
were told that the current government had broken most of its election pledges vs.
that it had kept most of its promises. We included several moderators to explore
the role of individuals’ predispositions on how they assess information on pledge
fulfillment: participants’ party support, satisfaction with the government, the general
impression that politicians break their election pledges, and the perceived relevance
of the information.

2 Election Pledges in Party Representation

The traditional representation model of “promissory representation” posits that po-
litical parties and candidates are elected based on the campaign promises they make
to constituents, promises they either keep or break (Mansbridge 2003, p. 515). Al-
though representative systems typically do not bind their incumbents legally to their
mandate, the expectation that parties ought to enact their policy program to ensure
adequate representation has become the general norm in contemporary democratic
theory (Downs 1957; Manin 1997; Pierce 1999; Powell 2000). Moreover, in man-
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date theories of democracy—and most prominent party representation models—the
relationship between voters and parties is perceived as a “market-like relation of
exchange between producers and customers” (Schedler 1998, p. 194). Accordingly,
parties must deliver what they previously offered to fulfill their contractual obli-
gations. In other words, the assumption is that there is “congruence between the
contents of party election manifestos published before elections and subsequent
government policy actions” (Thomson 2001, p. 171).

Governments usually implement large parts of their proposed policies (Klinge-
mann et al. 1994;Moury 2011;Moury and Fernandes 2018; Sulkin 2009), on average
about 60% (Naurin et al. 2019a; Thomson et al. 2017). Since there are many rea-
sons for not fulfilling election pledges that are out of a government’s control (e.g.,
economic turmoil, coalition agreements, unforeseen events), this is a rather large
portion. However, it leaves about 40% of unfilled/broken election pledges. Thus,
electoral accountability models assert that citizens must impose sanctions on gov-
ernment representatives for their past behavior (Manin et al. 1999; Pitkin 1967).
A government that failed to act on its election manifesto is expected to be punished
(i.e., not reelected) by its constituents. In contrast, a government that has pursued its
program is expected to be rewarded (i.e., reelected). It follows that trust should be
a key prerequisite for retrospective voting, that is, basing vote choices on the past
performance of parties (e.g., Halmburger et al. 2019). However, whereas models
on representation that assume an agency relationship between voters and politicians
tend to focus on the rational benefits of government performance, they neglect the
relevance of citizens’ trust based on pledge fulfillment within accountability pro-
cesses (e.g., Downs 1957; Fiorina 1981). This study is a first step toward improving
the understanding of citizens’ voting considerations by analyzing the impact of elec-
tion pledge fulfillment on political trust as a prerequisite for the punishment/reward
mechanism.

3 Election Pledges and Political Trust

Before the elections, voters find themselves in an uncertain situation. They “know,
or should know, that the credibility of those promises is an open question. It is not
reasonable on their part to suppose that candidates will necessarily honor their com-
mitments” (Manin 1997, p. 180). However, if voters base their electoral decisions on
the political offers parties make, then voters must trust the political parties to keep
their promises once they are in government (Dupont et al. 2016). It follows that trust
plays an important role in representative democracy, and voters can use information
on broken and kept election pledges for their assessments of the trustworthiness
of parties (Rose and Wessels 2019). We define political trust as “the ratio of peo-
ple’s evaluation of government performance relative to their normative expectations
of how government ought to perform” (Hetherington and Husser 2012, p. 313).
“[T]he general norm, which demands that parties honor their campaign promises,
is quite uncontroversial” (Schedler 1998, p. 191). Mansbridge (2003) even refers to
promise-keeping as “one of the central principles of democratic theory” (p. 515).
Consequently, when a government fulfills its election pledges, constituents’ trust

K



Do Election Pledges Matter? The Effects of Broken and Kept Election Pledges on Citizens’...

can be expected to increase, simply because this behavior is in line with the general
norm. Indeed, citizens prefer reliable and competent parties that offer appropriate
policies before taking office (Palmer and Whitten 2002).

On the contrary, broken promises—because they contradict the general norm—can
be expected to reduce constituents’ confidence in the party and result in negative
evaluations of the incumbent’s reliability and competence. Mainly, broken promises
will reduce political trust. These assumptions are also in line with studies investigat-
ing the effect of pledge fulfillment on voting. Their results indicate that voters react
(at the polls) to party pledge fulfillment and that government parties can prevent
electoral losses if they keep their election pledges (Brandenburg et al. 2019; Born
et al. 2018; Corazzini et al. 2014; Markwat 2023; Matthieß 2020, 2022). However,
the processes underlying the relationship between information on pledge fulfillment
and voting behavior remain unclear. Because citizens vote for parties they deem
trustworthy (Halmburger et al. 2019), political trust should play a crucial role in
this context.

Taken together, our main hypotheses are that information on fulfilling/breaking
election pledges affects political trust:

H1a: Information claiming that a government has broken most of its election
pledges decreases people’s trust in the government.

H1b: Information claiming that a government has fulfilled most of its election
pledges increases people’s trust in the government.

However, it is not entirely clear whether both fulfilled and broken election pledges
affect citizens’ government evaluations equally. For instance, in a study by Nau-
rin and colleagues (2019b), information on broken election pledges negatively im-
pacted participants’ government evaluations, but fulfilled election pledges had no
discernible effect on government evaluations. The authors speak of “asymmetric
accountability,” meaning that citizens’ evaluations of government performance were
more strongly affected by broken pledges than by fulfilled ones (Naurin et al. 2019b).
They attribute this to a general tendency to give greater weight to negative than pos-
itive information (e.g., Feldman 1966; Fiske 1980).

This negativity bias also holds for media reporting on pledge fulfillment (Costello
and Thomson 2008; Kostadinova 2017). Election pledges are prominently reported
in the news media; however, although governments often fulfill more than half of
their pledges (e.g., Thomson et al. 2017), newspapers were found to report more on
broken than on fulfilled promises across four countries (Müller 2020). Additionally,
the media report in an alarmist way about broken pledges (Duval 2019). Accordingly,
we hypothesize that:

H2: Information claiming that a government has broken its election pledges has
a stronger effect on people’s trust than information claiming that a government has
fulfilled its election pledges.

K



E. Bytzek et al.

4 The Moderating Role of Individuals’ Predispositions

In a “real world” context, the relationship between pledge fulfillment and citizens’
trust in their political representatives is complex and conditional on many factors.
Many studies have investigated how people process information and how this pro-
cessing affects people’s subjective perception and interpretation of social reality
(e.g., Petty and Cacioppo 1986). Information processing starts with exposure to new
information (Bless et al. 2004). During the subsequent internal processing sequence,
individuals actively perceive, encode, and categorize the stimulus until they finally
judge what the stimulus means. This final judgment of meaning can lead to attitude
change. Accordingly, individuals’ predispositions (i.e., attachments, interests, val-
ues) and their motivation to process new information (Leeper and Slothuus 2014)
can moderate how and to what extent people’s opinion formation differs. We in-
vestigated the following potential moderators (some of which are likely correlated),
leading to four additional hypotheses: party support, satisfaction with government,
the general impression that politicians always break their election pledges, and per-
ceived personal relevance of the information on broken/kept election pledges.

The first three moderators pertain to prior views and expectations, which are also
important when it comes to the effects of pledge fulfillment on government assess-
ment (e.g., Markwat 2023). Motivated reasoning theory suggests that people tend to
seek out new evidence that is consistent with their prior views (confirmation bias;
e.g., Nickerson 1998) and to evaluate attitude-consistent arguments more positively
than attitude-inconsistent ones (prior attitude effect; e.g., Kruglanski and Webster
1996; Kunda 1990; Taber and Lodge 2006). We would thus expect that informa-
tion on fulfilled election pledges is consistent with prior views of supporters of the
governing parties, citizens who are satisfied with the government, and citizens who
do not think that politicians always break their election pledges. Trust in the gov-
ernment should thus increase in these groups in light of the information on fulfilled
election pledges (Bolsen et al. 2014; Duval and Pétry 2020; Pétry and Duval 2017).
The intuitive expectation, then, is that trust in the government should decrease in the
opposing groups (i.e., citizens who do not support the government, are not satisfied
with it, and generally think that politicians always break their election pledges) in
light of information on broken election pledges. However, it is important to note
that these three moderators are most likely linked to trust. That means that trust in
the government will be low for citizens who do not support the government, are
not satisfied with it, and generally think that politicians always break their election
pledges (e.g., Schuck et al. 2013). Information on broken election pledges could thus
not be able to lower trust because it should already be very low. Consequently, we
expect a floor effect (Everitt and Skrondal 2010) that translates into no differences
between information on broken and kept election pledges for citizens who do not
support the government, are not satisfied with it, and think that politicians always
break their election pledges. Our hypotheses regarding these three moderators thus
are as follows:
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H3: We expect an effect of fulfilled election pledges (compared to broken pledges)
on trust for persons who support the governing parties, whereas there will be no
differences between broken and fulfilled pledges for those who do not support the
governing parties.

H4: We expect an effect of fulfilled election pledges (compared to broken pledges)
on trust for persons who are more satisfied with the government, whereas there
will be no differences between broken and fulfilled pledges for those who are less
satisfied.

H5: We expect an effect of fulfilled election pledges on trust (compared to broken
pledges) for persons who agree less with the statement that politicians usually break
their promises, whereas there will be no differences between broken and fulfilled
pledges for those who agree more with the statement that politicians always break
their promises.

For our fourth moderator, perceived personal relevance of the information, we
turn to a different theoretical argument. Theories on persuasive communication and
attitude change assume that the perceived personal relevance of the message con-
tent significantly impacts how likely people are to change their opinions, e.g., the
elaboration likelihood model (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). According to this model,
personal relevance determines the importance of an issue and—in doing so—exerts
a powerful effect on memory and leads to a higher elaboration likelihood. Hence,
people who perceive information as relevant should be more motivated to scruti-
nize and elaborate, in light of their existing associations available from memory,
on the message’s arguments. That way, they can draw inferences and consequently
derive an overall evaluation of the piece of information (Petty and Cacioppo 1986).
Moreover, subsequent studies have supported the view that, as personal relevance
increases, information processing increases in intensity (e.g., Harkness et al. 1985).
In contrast, when personal relevance is low, people should be less motivated to care-
fully scrutinize the message they receive, meaning that postcommunication attitude
change is rather unlikely. Therefore, we expect that pledge fulfillment information
will affect citizens’ trust in government only if the information is perceived as
personally relevant, hypothesizing that:

H6: We expect an effect of fulfilled election pledges on trust (compared to broken
pledges) for persons who perceive the message on pledge fulfillment as more per-
sonally relevant, whereas there will be no differences between broken and fulfilled
pledges for those who perceive the message on pledge fulfillment as less personally
relevant.

5 The Survey Experiment

The experiment aimed to test the extent to which information about broken or ful-
filled election pledges causes intraindividual changes in trust in government. First,
we investigated whether information on pledge fulfillment (broken vs. fulfilled elec-

K



E. Bytzek et al.

tion pledges) changes participants’ trust in the government (compared to a control
condition). Second, we examined individual factors as potential moderators of this
relationship (party support, satisfaction with the government, general impression
that politicians always break their promises, and subjectively perceived personal
relevance of the information). Therefore, we designed a two-wave panel experi-
ment among German citizens. The advantage of this experimental setup is that it
allows—in contrast to studies with only one measurement—analysis of intraindi-
vidual opinion changes. This design thus provides substantially more information
about the individual change process of trust.

Before this main experiment, we conducted two pre-studies to be able to make
informed choices regarding the stimuli and design for the main experiment. In
pre-study 1 (N= 268), we explored how information about specific, real-life election
pledges that had been broken or fulfilled by the current government affected citizens’
trust. The results of pre-study 1 point to a complex relationship between pledge
fulfillment and political trust, at least when news includes detailed information
on the number and the content of broken or fulfilled election pledges. Our main
conclusion, thus, was to not include any information on the specific pledges in the
message on pledge fulfillment used in the experiment below.

In pre-study 2 (N= 470), we tested the effects of media source credibility (quality
medium vs. tabloid) and the framing of information about pledge fulfillment (30%
of broken election pledges in the negative and 70% of kept election pledges in the
positive frame condition). We did not find a significant main effect of the framing
of the information on pledge fulfillment on trust in the government. The results,
however, suggested that information on pledge fulfillment was perceived as more
credible when designed as a quality medium (as opposed to a tabloid one). More
detailed information on the pre-studies can be found in the online-only supplement.
All the following information pertains to the main experiment.

5.1 The Case: Governments in Germany

Germany is an established democracy with a functioning electoral system, strong
parties, identification of about two-thirds of the electorate with a party (Schäfer and
Staudt 2019), and election cycles of 4 years on the national level. These charac-
teristics make Germany comparable to other cases where citizens can periodically
attribute accountability to the government. However, the German political system
is characterized by coalition governments, which means that two or more parties
form the government in charge of the country’s executive branch. Thus, as only the
coalition government can implement new resolutions, we aimed to investigate the
general effect of pledge fulfillment information on citizens’ trust in—and evalua-
tion of—the German federal government at that time as a whole (a coalition of the
three parties Christian Democratic Union [CDU], Christian Social Union in Bavaria
[CSU], and Social Democratic Party [SPD]).
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5.2 Method

The survey was fielded March 8 through March 15, 2017 (wave 1), and March
27 through March 31, 2017 (wave 2). Participants were recruited from the online-
access panel Respondi (now Bilendi), which fulfills the quality standards set by the
European Society for Opinion and Market Research (esomar.org) and is ISO 26362
certified. We implemented a systematic sampling plan with a quota on sex, age, and
education to obtain a sample representative of the German electorate with regard to
these variables.

In wave 1, 1068 interviews were completed. After cleaning the data due to scree-
nout of persons who were not eligible to vote in the upcoming federal election, quota
full, or participant withdrawal from the study, wave 1 included 1016 participants. In
wave 2, 841 of them participated again. Thus, the final sample included 841 persons
between 18 and 86 years of age (M= 52.63, SD= 15.22), all of whom were German
citizens and had the right to vote in the German federal election in September 2017.
Of this sample, 49% identified as female and 51% as male. In terms of educa-
tion, 41% had a low educational background, 27% had an intermediate educational
background, and 32% had a high educational background.

We used a 2× 3 (time: wave 1, wave 2)× (information on pledge fulfillment:
treatment “broken election pledges,” treatment “fulfilled election pledges,” control
group) factorial design with repeated measures of trust in government. Time was
a within-subject factor. The between-subjects factor consisted of three conditions
participants were randomly assigned to in wave 2. Throughout the present paper,
significance tests were conducted with α= 0.05.

In condition 1, participants received information that the current government had
broken many of its election pledges. The news headline was (translated): “Many
election pledges have been broken,” followed by a short outline of the article (trans-
lated): “... It is time to take stock. Did the federal government work reliably or did
it break its election pledges? Our analysis shows: Most election pledges have been
broken ...” In condition 2, participants were told that the current government had
fulfilled many of its election pledges. Respondents were shown the same introduc-
tory text as in condition 1, but the word broken was replaced by the word fulfilled.
The third condition aimed to function as a control condition to shed light on the
driving effects contrasting the fulfilled-pledges vs. the broken-pledges condition. In
this condition, respondents did not receive information on pledge fulfillment or any
other treatment.1

Based on the findings of pre-study 1, to avoid pledge content affecting the treat-
ment outcomes, we did not include any information on the specific pledges in the
message on pledge fulfillment used in the experiment. This way, we could obtain
a clearer picture of the widespread impact that election pledge fulfillment has on

1 Since the wording of the measure is not related to the treatment, this does not result in a problem with
measuring the dependent variable. We also did not find significant pretreatment differences between the
three groups regarding evaluations of pledge fulfillment: The mean of the combined questions from wave 1,
“On the whole the CDU/CSU [resp. SPD] has fulfilled the larger part of their election pledges” (1= do not
agree at all, 5= totally agree), is 2.60 in condition 1, 2.55 in condition 2, and 2.61 in condition 3.
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trust in the government. The texts, although fictitious, were realistic in the sense
that with the federal election in Germany taking place half a year after the data
were collected, information on pledge fulfillment was to be expected. Moreover,
since there often is disagreement regarding to what degree governments fulfilled
their election pledges, the conclusions of both treatments are plausible. To promote
treatment credibility and take account of the results of pre-study 2, the treatment
message layout was inspired by the graphical style of Spiegel.de, the online platform
of a popular German quality newspaper.

To measure the dependent variable trust in the government in wave 1 and wave 2,
we conceptualized trust as a multidimensional concept (Connelly et al. 2015) and
asked participants how they perceived politicians of the government regarding com-
petence and integrity. This fits our definition of trust as “the ratio of people’s eval-
uation of government performance relative to their normative expectations of how
government ought to perform” (Hetherington and Husser 2012, p. 313) since the
normative expectation should be that politicians are high in competence and in-
tegrity. Values lower than the maximum of the scale can thus be regarded as actual
performance ratings relative to the normative expectation. For each of the two trust
subscales, integrity and competence, we used three items each from Halmburger
and colleagues’ (2019) trust-in-politicians scale (adapted to trust in politicians of
the current government) and computed an overall mean score. We excluded the
third subscale (benevolence), as the results of pre-study 1 revealed that information
on pledge fulfillment primarily affected integrity and competence. Participants were
asked to evaluate the current German federal government of CDU/CSU and SPD
regarding its integrity (attribution to the trustee being fair, just, and reliable, e.g.,
“Politicians of the current federal government act responsibly”) and competence
(attribution to the trustee being able to solve problems successfully, e.g., “Politi-
cians of the current federal government are sufficiently competent”; see the online
supplement). A five-point Likert-type scale was used, ranging from 1 (do not agree)
to 5 (fully agree; Cronbach’s α= 0.93 [wave 1] and α= 0.92 [wave 2]).

As a proxy for party support, we used respondents’ voting intentions concerning
the upcoming election (e.g., Fiorina 1981). In wave 1, we asked participants which
party they would vote for at the next federal elections on September 24, 2017
(CDU/CSU, SPD, the Left, the Greens, the Free Democratic Party, Alternative for
Germany, other, “I do not know,” “I will cast a blank vote,” “I do not intend to
go to the polls”). Dichotomizing the variable, party supporters (0.5) were those
respondents who said they would vote for at least one of the then governing parties
(CDU/CSU, SPD), and nonsupporters (–0.5) were all other participants. To measure
satisfaction with the government (wave 1), we used an item well established in
German survey research: “Thinking about the federal government of CDU/CSU and
SPD in Berlin, how satisfied are you—by and large—with the way it is doing its
job?” (1= very dissatisfied to 5= very satisfied). To measure whether respondents had
the impression that politicians always break their promises, we asked them to what
extent they agreed with the statement “Election pledges are never kept” (1= do not
agree at all to 5= fully agree). Finally, to test whether perceived personal relevance
of the information presented during the experiment would affect findings, we asked
whether the shown information on pledge fulfillment was personally relevant to
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them (1= does not apply to me at all to 5= fully applies to me). Since we cannot
know why and which part of the information respondents found personally relevant
(or not), and with our treatments not mentioning the content of the fulfilled or broken
election pledges, we opted for this general measure of personal relevance.

Participants were told that the study was designed to explore people’s opinions on
politics in Germany. In wave 1, they were instructed to fill in the questionnaire (see
the online supplement). Two weeks later, in wave 2, the same people were invited
to participate in the follow-up study consisting of the treatment and a posttest ques-
tionnaire. They were randomly assigned to the conditions and instructed to carefully
read the news report about the extent of the current government’s pledge fulfillment
(see the online supplement). Upon completing the questionnaire, participants were
thanked and debriefed by clarifying that the article they had read was completely
fictitious. To ensure that this information also reached participants who broke off
the second interview, the survey institute informed these participants via email.

6 Results

6.1 Main Effect Analysis

Table 1 provides an overview of the results of all hypotheses tests. Regarding H1a,
H1b, and H2, we ran a two-way 2× 3 (time: wave 1, wave 2)× (information on
pledge fulfillment: broken pledges, fulfilled pledges, control group) mixed analysis
of variance of trust with repeated measures of the first factor. This analysis yielded
a statistically significant interaction of information on pledge fulfillment and time,
F(2, 824)= 9.13, p< 0.001, ηp2= 0.02, illustrated in Fig. 1.

Simple effects tests yielded a significant difference in trust between wave 1 and
wave 2 within each experimental condition. In the broken-election-pledges condi-
tion, trust in the government declined: MTrust_Wave 1= 2.81, SE= 0.06, MTrust_Wave 2=
2.72, SE= 0.06, F(1, 824)= 4.74, p= 0.030, ηp2= 0.01. By contrast, in the fulfilled-
pledges condition, trust in the government increased: MTrust_Wave 1 = 2.78, SE= 0.06,
MTrust_Wave 2 = 2.92, SE= 0.06, F(1, 824)= 11.03, p< 0.001, ηp2= 0.01. In the control
group, we found no statistically significant change in trust levels: MTrust_Wave 1=
2.92, SE= 0.06, MTrust_Wave 2= 2.85, SE= 0.06, F(1, 824)= 2.66, p= 0.103. Further,
in wave 2, the means of the three groups differed significantly: F(2, 824)= 3.10,
p= 0.045, ηp2= 0.01. This effect can be traced back to the fact that in the fulfilled-
pledges condition, trust was significantly higher than in the broken-pledges condition
(Bonferroni-corrected p= 0.046).

In general, the results supported our main hypotheses that information on broken
election pledges decreased trust in the government (H1a), whereas information on
fulfilled election pledges increased trust in the government (H1b). Contrary to H2,
the results did not support the assumption of asymmetry in accountability processes:
The effect of the broken-pledges condition on trust was similar to the fulfilled-
pledges condition’s effect. Effect sizes were small, potentially pointing to the role
of moderating factors.
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Table 1 Summary of results

Hypotheses Findings

H1a ✔ Information claiming that a government has broken most of its election pledges
decreased participants’ trust in the government

H1b ✔ Information claiming that a government has fulfilled most of its election pledges
increased participants’ trust in the government

H2 ✗ Information claiming that a government has broken its election pledges did not
significantly affect people’s trust more than information claiming that a govern-
ment has fulfilled its election pledges

H3 ✗ Support of a governing party did not significantly moderate the impact of infor-
mation on broken or fulfilled election pledges on trust in government (...)

H4 ✔ Satisfaction with the government moderated the impact of information on broken
or fulfilled election pledges on trust in government (...).
– People who said they were moderately or highly satisfied with the govern-

ment showed higher trust in the government when exposed to information on
fulfilled pledges (compared to information on broken pledges)

– For people with low satisfaction with the government, trust in the government
did not substantially depend on pledge fulfillment information

H5 ✗ Respondents’ impression that politicians break their promises did not signifi-
cantly moderate the impact of information on broken or fulfilled election pledges
on trust in government (...)

H6 ✔ The perceived personal relevance of information moderated the impact on broken
or fulfilled election pledges on trust in government (...).
– The effect of fulfilled election pledges on trust (compared to broken pledges)

was more pronounced in participants who perceived the message on pledge
fulfillment as more personally relevant

– There were no substantial differences between the effects of broken and ful-
filled pledges for participants who perceived the message on pledge fulfillment
as less personally relevant

6.2 Moderation Analyses

Moderation analyses contrasted the broken-pledges condition (coded as –0.5) with
the fulfilled-pledges condition (coded as 0.5) as the independent variable.2 We used
trust in government in wave 2 as the dependent variable and inserted trust in govern-
ment in wave 1 as a covariate. In turn, we probed the moderator variable’s effect by
testing the conditional effects via the pick-a-point approach (Rogosa 1980). Accord-
ing to this approach, the significance of X’s effect is tested at three fixed values of
the moderator, that is, at the mean, +1 SD, –1 SD (except for party support since this
is a dichotomous variable). Preconditions for linear regression analyses were tested
and fulfilled (including homoscedasticity, normal distribution, and independence of
residuals). The mean values of trust in the government (wave 1, wave 2) for values
of the moderator variables are illustrated in the online supplement (Table C4). We
found no indication that multicollinearity contaminated the results (Table C5).

2 We performed moderation analyses using PROCESS version 3.4 for SPSS (Hayes 2017) to test our
moderation hypotheses (H3–H6) using linear regressions.

K



Do Election Pledges Matter? The Effects of Broken and Kept Election Pledges on Citizens’...

Fig. 1 Results of a two-way 2× 3 (time: wave 1, wave 2)× (information on pledge fulfillment: treatment
“broken election pledges,” treatment “fulfilled election pledges,” control group) mixed analysis of variance
on trust, with repeated measures on time. The figure shows the means of trust in the government for each
condition by time. Statistically significant differences are marked as follows: *p≤ 0.05, **p≤ 0.01

H3: Party Support Contrary to H3, party support was not a significant moder-
ator of the effect of news about pledge fulfillment on government trust, F(1, 549)
<1, p= 0.999 (R2= 0.61; �R2= 0.00). Among both supporters and nonsupporters of
a government party, trust levels were significantly higher after the presentation of in-
formation on fulfilled election pledges as opposed to information on broken election
pledges: For government supporters in the broken-pledges condition, MTrust_Wave 2=
2.80, and in the fulfilled-pledges condition,MTrust_Wave 2 = 3.03 (b= 0.23, t(549)= 2.94,
p= 0.003); for nonsupporters in the broken-pledges condition, MTrust_Wave 2= 2.63,
and in the fulfilled-pledges condition, MTrust_Wave 2 = 2.86 (b= 0.23, t(549)= 3.16, p=
0.002). The interaction plots for H3 to H6 are illustrated in Fig. 2.

H4: Satisfaction with Government In line with H4, respondents’ satisfaction with
the government significantly moderated the effect of pledge fulfillment news on gov-
ernment trust: F(1, 549)= 4.59, p= 0.033 (R2= 0.64, �R2= 0.01). Respondents ex-
posed to information on fulfilled election pledges showed higher trust in the govern-
ment than respondents in the broken-pledges condition when they were moderately
satisfied (M= 2.47, SE= 0.05; broken-pledges condition:MTrust_Wave 2= 2.71; fulfilled-
pledges condition: MTrust_Wave 2 = 2.94; b= 0.24, t(549)= 4.69, p< 0.001) or highly
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Fig. 2 Simple slopes of information on pledge fulfillment predicting trust in the government, using as
moderators party support, satisfaction with the government, general impression that politicians break their
promises, and relevance of the message

satisfied (+1 SD= 3.54, SE= 0.07; broken-pledges condition: MTrust_Wave 2= 2.90; ful-
filled-pledges condition:MTrust_Wave 2= 3.24; b= 0.35, t(549)= 4.81, p< 0.001). Among
people with low government satisfaction (–1 SD= 1.39, SE= 0.07; broken-pledges
condition: MTrust_Wave 2= 2.52; fulfilled-pledges condition: MTrust_Wave 2= 2.65), trust
did not significantly depend on the information received: b= 0.13, t(549)= 1.81, p=
0.072. More precisely, the Johnson–Neyman technique (Johnson and Neyman 1936)
revealed a statistically significant conditional effect of pledge-fulfillment informa-
tion on trust for participants with government satisfaction values of 1.46 or higher
on a scale ranging from 1 (low satisfaction) to 5 (high satisfaction), applying to 75%
of the sample. Accordingly, only for people with very low government satisfaction
did trust not depend on information on pledge fulfillment.

H5: Impression that Politicians Break Their Promises Contrary to H5, we found
no significant moderation effects of respondents’ impression that politicians break
their promises on trust in government: F(1, 549)= 1.11, p= 0.292 (R2= 0.62; �R2=
0.00). In all groups, trust levels were higher in the fulfilled than in the broken
election pledges condition: among participants who did not assume that politicians
usually break their promises (–1 SD= 2.43, SE= 0.07; broken-pledges condition:
MTrust_Wave 2 = 2.87; fulfilled-pledges condition: MTrust_Wave 2= 3.03; b= 0.16, t(549)=
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2.18, p= 0.029); among those who were rather indifferent (M= 3.55, SE= 0.05; bro-
ken-pledges condition: MTrust_Wave 2 = 2.71; fulfilled-pledges condition: MTrust_Wave 2=
2.93; b= 0.22, t(549)= 4.18, p< 0.001); and among participants who assumed that
politicians usually break their promises (+1 SD= 4.67, SE= 0.07, broken-pledges
condition: MTrust_Wave 2= 2.56; fulfilled-pledges condition: MTrust_Wave 2= 2.83; b= 0.27,
t(549)= 3.68, p< 0.001).

H6: Perceived Personal Relevance In line with H6, an additional multiple re-
gression analysis showed that perceived personal relevance of the received news
moderated the effects of information about pledge fulfillment on trust in gov-
ernment: F(1, 549)= 20.74, p< 0.001 (R2= 0.62, �R2= 0.01). Simple slopes anal-
yses indicated that participants exposed to fulfilled election pledges showed higher
trust in the government than those in the broken-pledges condition when they per-
ceived the information regarding pledge fulfillment as moderately relevant (M= 3.23,
SE= 0.05; broken-pledges condition: MTrust_Wave 2= 2.72; fulfilled-pledges condition:
MTrust_Wave 2= 2.96; b= 0.24, t(549)= 4.51, p< 0.001) or as highly relevant (+1 SD=
4.52, SE= 0.08; broken-pledges condition: MTrust_Wave 2 = 2.66; fulfilled-pledges con-
dition: MTrust_Wave 2 = 3.15; b= 0.49, t(549)= 6.33, p< 0.001). In contrast, people who
perceived the information as less relevant (–1 SD= 1.95, SE= 0.08) did not differ in
their level of trust in the government after receiving the information on broken or
kept election pledges (broken-pledges condition: MTrust_Wave 2 = 2.78; fulfilled-pledges
condition: MTrust_Wave 2= 2.76; b= –0.02, t(549)= –0.29, p= 0.771). According to the
Johnson–Neyman technique, the conditional effect of pledge-fulfillment information
on trust was significant when respondents’ personal relevance was 2.63 or higher
on a scale ranging from 1 (low relevance) to 5 (high relevance), applying to 74%
of the sample. In line with our expectations, the information did not substantially
affect trust among people who attributed little relevance to it.

7 Conclusion

This research examined the relationship between pledge fulfillment and trust in the
government. Our main findings support the normative assumption of accountability
theory (see Table 1 for an overview of findings) that fulfilled election pledges in-
crease trust in the government among participants, whereas broken pledges decrease
respondents’ trust. However, our results do not support previous findings on asym-
metric accountability (Naurin et al. 2019b). In our study, the effect sizes of both
broken and fulfilled election pledges were similar.

With regard to moderation analyses, we found that information on broken vs.
fulfilled election pledges affected only participants with a medium or high satisfac-
tion with the government. Moreover, perceived personal relevance of the message’s
content mattered in terms of how participants processed information on pledge ful-
fillment. Only when the perceived relevance was average or high did trust in the
government differ significantly between participants who received information about
fulfilled pledges and participants who received information about broken pledges.
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Against expectations, party support did not moderate the effect of the information
given because supporters and nonsupporters both showed higher trust after receiving
information on fulfilled election pledges as opposed to those who read information
on broken pledges. Accordingly, our results did not support the assumption that
fulfilled election pledges negatively impact nonsupporters’ government evaluations
(Naurin et al. 2019b) or that supporters do not react to broken election pledges. One
reason for this could be that supporters of the government explicitly support it for its
policies and are thus directly affected and disappointed if the government does not
keep its pledges. This should be further investigated, such as by testing the impact
of single broken or fulfilled election pledges on trust and exploring the role of party
or policy consistency (see Naurin et al. 2019b) as moderators.

Additionally, we found no support for the hypothesis that individuals who believe
politicians are likely to break election pledges are immune to information about
fulfilled or broken election pledges. One reason could be that individuals do not
apply the widespread “stereotype” of the pledge-breaking politician (Thomson and
Brandenburg 2019) to the current government because they find reasons for a specific
government or politician to not keep their pledges. Another reason could be that even
though we expect political trust to be very low with citizens who think that politicians
always break their election pledges, there is still room for it to decline. This would
be in line with the results of Matthieß (2022), who showed that mistrusting citizens
punish pledge-breaking more severely than trusting citizens.

One limitation of our study is that the experimental design helped to ensure
internal validity, albeit at the expense of external validity. In Germany, coalition
governments are the norm. This institutional setting makes it quite difficult for cit-
izens to blame or reward the “responsible” party in the context of specific political
action (Sulitzeanu-Kenan and Zohlnhöfer 2019). In light of this, the question of
whether citizens can hold coalition parties separately accountable for their fulfill-
ment of election pledges (i.e., by virtue of party identification or party sympathy)
calls for emphasis. Our pragmatic decision to not differentiate between the govern-
ing parties in our treatment could lead participants to think about reasons why all
three coalition partners were (un)successful in keeping their election pledges. Fu-
ture research should take this into account and also corroborate our findings within
other government types. Second, in terms of communication, source credibility may
affect citizens’ processing of information on pledge fulfillment (see also the results
of pre-study 2 in the online supplement). We used the design of a high-quality news
outlet as the source for pledge-fulfillment information to avoid tampering with the
message’s credibility. However, because various news channels provide information
on government performance, more research on the relationship between different
sources (e.g., traditional and new media) and citizens’ processing of political infor-
mation is needed (for an overview, see, e.g., Hefner et al. 2018). In general, there
is considerable need for research on the subject of media coverage on pledge ful-
fillment (Kostadinova 2017, 2019) and for experimental studies testing whether and
how biases in the dissemination of information (i.e., timing, saliency, negativity bi-
ases) as well as cognitive biases (e.g., the recency effect; Jones and Goethals 1972)
influence citizens’ perception of election pledge fulfillment.
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Third, too little attention has been paid to the question of how attributions shape
citizens’ evaluations of government performance. This study’s results suggest that
people tend to attribute the causes of government performance in terms of pledge
fulfillment, at least in part, to internal factors (“individual” characteristics and traits
such as competence and integrity of the governing parties). However, it remains
unclear whether and under what circumstances citizens take external factors (e.g.,
situational forces) into account when evaluating the political outcome since, in some
circumstances, not keeping election pledges is reasonable to politicians and citizens
(e.g., in times of economic turmoil or in the face of unforeseen events such as
a pandemic). More research is needed to understand the underlying processes and
biases that lead to our inferences about the causes of government performance.

Despite these limitations, our study highlights that citizens react to general in-
formation on pledge fulfillment by withdrawing or exalting trust in the government.
Against the background of voter mobilization and electoral marketing, this has prac-
tical implications. Although we did not find evidence for asymmetric accountability,
the results of previous studies that the media give increasingly more weight to bro-
ken pledges (e.g., Müller 2020) are alarming in combination with our finding that
news on broken pledges decreases trust in the government. Additionally, political
trust is also a prerequisite for perceiving election pledges as credible (Dupont et al.
2016) and perceiving pledge fulfillment accurately (Pétry and Duval 2017). Hence,
even though most election pledges are kept, biased reporting in favor of broken
election pledges could stimulate a vicious circle of decreasing trust in governments.
However, the opposite is also possible—a strengthening of trust—if citizens are
accurately informed about pledge fulfillment. Our findings thus provide insights
into the process of democratic accountability and highlight the relevance of trust in
studying the effects of election pledges.
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