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Abstract In mainstream political science literature, two main theoretical perspectives
on the origins of political trust predominate: institutional theory which argues that
political trust is generated from democratic institutions and cultural theory which argues
that political trust is rooted in historical-cultural factors such as social trust. However,
the influence of other social values, such as authoritarian orientations, has received little
attention in the extant literature. This article investigates the determinants of political
trust in 13 East Asian societies with a special emphasis on authoritarian orientations.
The evidence from our empirical study suggests that authoritarian orientations are an
independent cultural source of political trust in these societies.
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Introduction

Political trust is one of the most important proxies of political legitimacy, indicating the
degree to which a state (government or party) is supported by the people. Proper
political trust facilitates the effective implementation of government policy. A too low
level of political trust indicates that a current political regime or government has lost the
support of the people, and as a consequence, a government will face many more
obstacles and resistance during the process of policymaking and implementation. The
continuous decline of political support since the 1960s in the USA and in other
advanced industrial democracies (such as Germany, the UK, and France) has been
viewed as a challenge to democracy [5, 17, 28, 52, 53]. However, compared with
advanced industrial democracies, political support in newly democratic and nondem-
ocratic nations seems to be even more problematic, especially if we think of the
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Jasmine Revolution and its aftermath in Tunisia, Egypt, and other Middle Eastern
countries from 2011 onwards.

What are the origins of political trust? Several theories have been developed to explain
how political trust is generated and diminishes in Western societies [17, 47, 52, 53].
Mishler and Rose find that government performance is a significant source of political
trust in new post-communist democracies, while interpersonal trust as a cultural element
is not [42]. Norris [47] argues that the rise of “critical citizens” in advanced societies
results in the decline of political support, whereas Putnam attributes this decline to the
decrease of social capital [55]. Are these explanations, based on Western or European
countries, readily applicable to other regions?

Using data from the Asian Barometer Survey (ABS), we analyze political trust and
its institutional and cultural origins in East Asian societies.1 Our empirical evidence
suggests that both institutional performance and cultural values affect political trust and
that, from the cultural perspective, authoritarian orientations are more important than
social trust. The empirical findings can improve our understanding about origins of
political trust. Although existing literature has discussed the cultural origins of political
trust, many papers focus on social trust (e.g., [42]) and the role of authoritarian
orientations has received relatively little attention. By contrast, our paper finds that
the latter is a more important cultural influence than the former. Additionally, this paper
adds to the literature on the political consequences of authoritarianism. Many studies
have investigated the social and political consequences of the authoritarianism of
Americans [3, 29, 44, 61], but only a few have examined this topic in relation to
East Asian societies where authoritarian orientations are pervasive. Shi discussed the
role of hierarchical orientation on political trust in Mainland China and Taiwan but did
not extend the analysis to other societies with similar historical and cultural back-
grounds [59]. Another paper on the sources of political trust in East Asia also discussed
authoritarianism but measured it by simply questioning whether respecting traditional
authority is good or not, a measure too simplistic to reflect a respondent’s tendency
accurately [70].

This paper is organized as follows. In the next part, we review two competing
theories about determinants of political trust (i.e., the cultural versus the institutional).
In the third section, we briefly introduce authoritarian orientations in East Asia and their
changes in the modernization process as well as discussing their potential influence on
political trust. The fourth and fifth sections present our research design and major
empirical findings. Finally, we draw conclusions from our research and discuss its
broader implications.

Explaining the Origins of Political Trust

Varying definitions of trust can be found, but as Levi and Stoker conclude, there is at
least some minimal consensus about its meaning [35]. According to their definition,
“trust is relational; which means it involves an individual making herself vulnerable to
another individual, group, or institution that has the capacity to do her harm or to betray

1 In this paper, all East and Southeast Asian countries or administrative regions are called East Asian societies
for the sake of convenience.
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her,” and “trust is seldom unconditional; it is given to specific individuals or institutions
over specific domains [35, p. 476].”

Our working definition of trust in this paper is “a firm belief in the reliability, truth,
or ability of someone or something,” seeing trust as basically cognitive, giving rise to
feelings or attitudes.2 Accordingly, political trust refers to individual’s beliefs about the
reliability, truthfulness, or capability of political organizations, institutions, regimes,
and political actors. It is worth noting that trusting a particular political object, such as
an organization, institution, regime, or actor, does not necessarily mean that it is
trustworthy [25]. For example, the nondemocratic regime of China, which has been
regarded as lacking trustworthiness because of its authoritarian (or totalitarian) attri-
butes [16, 64, 65], has the trust of most of the Chinese population, according to recent
research findings [36, 39, 67]. Therefore, we conclude that political trust refers to the
perceptions or beliefs held about certain political objects rather than the actual trust-
worthiness of the object itself.

Following previous studies on the origins of political trust, we roughly divide the
literature into two groups: one focusing on a cultural perspective and the other on an
institutional one [42, 59, 70]. The cultural perspective takes social capital theory as its
basis. “Cultural theories hypothesize that trust in political institutions is exogenous.
Trust in political institutions is hypothesized to originate outside the political sphere in
long-standing and deeply-seated beliefs about people that are rooted in cultural norms
and communicated through early-life socialization [42, p. 31].” Accordingly, social
trust, which can be created in people’s civil social life through their participation in civil
organizations, spreads into interconnecting political activities and affects people’s trust
in political institutions and actors [2, 30, 54, 62]. This cultural theory sees political trust
as the projection of interpersonal trust onto political institutions and actors, which
implies that higher social trust leads to higher political trust.

A different explanation is provided by institutional theory [33–35]. This argues that
trust in political institutions is based on institutional performance or governance. As a
result, citizens’ trust in government or other political institutions depends on the
quality of governance or the performance of government and institutions. Both
interpersonal trust and political trust depend on the performance of an institution rather
than being a cause of good governance. This perspective holds that when political
institutions are established and operated under the spirit of democracy, a government
will be more efficient, transparent, and responsible. Also, citizens will have more
chance to participate in political life under a democratic regime. As a result, it is easier
to guarantee institutional performance. According to this theory, it is easier for a
democratic regime to create social and political trust than for a nondemocratic one
[24, 32, 34, 48, 64]. However, Rothstein, theorizing from an institutional perspective,
disagrees with the claim that democracy, especially electoral democracy, is sufficient to
create political support [57]. He emphasizes the importance of the impartiality of
political institutions and the quality of government for creating political legitimacy
[57]. Rothstein and others argue that trust and political legitimacy thrive mostly in
societies with low levels of corruption, a well-developed social welfare system, and a
high quality of public service, especially effective and fair street-level bureaucracies
[23, 33, 57, 58].

2 The definition is from Oxford Dictionaries, available at http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/.
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Which of these two theories is most persuasive in explaining the origins of political
trust? So far, research based inWestern countries seems to favor institutional rather than
cultural explanations and provides numerous empirical studies in support of them.
Findings show that institutional performance is consistently dominant in determining
political trust while cultural variables such as social trust are not consistently significant
[9, 33, 42, 43, 46, 57, 66]. Studies attribute the decline of public trust in the USA and
Western societies to the negative perceptions of government performances, such as
declining economy, political scandals, and crimes [8, 13]. Mishler and Rose’s study of
ten East and Central European countries (including Russia) also strongly supports the
institutional explanation of the origins of political trust [42], but they admit in another
paper that the rejection of cultural theory may be premature and suggest that cultural
influences may play a more important role in the long term [43].

However, institutional theory alone is not enough to explain political trust. Cultural
factors can exert significant influence as well. Moreover, political trust may be influ-
enced not only by social trust but also by other kinds of cultural elements. In this paper,
we give special emphasis to authoritarian orientations as a particular cultural element.

Authoritarian Orientations and Political Trust in East Asia

In terms of an individual authoritarian personality, Adorno et al. identified nine
characteristics or symptoms such as conventionalism, authoritarian submission, author-
itarian aggression, superstition, and stereotype [1]. In this paper, we suggest that the key
characteristics of authoritarian orientations are deference to authority, unquestioning
obedience, and reliance on authorities. Authority here can be the government, political
leaders, teachers, elders, parents, or any persons with high social standing or reputation.
However, political leaders or government is usually the most important authority in an
authoritarian-oriented society.

The culture and history of East and Southeast Asian societies are certainly not
homogenous, even within the same Confucian cultural zone.3 Nonetheless, authoritar-
ian orientations are widely distributed and deeply rooted in Asian societies’ culture [6,
7, 10, 11, 19, 26, 27, 38, 50, 56]. Firstly, in Confucian culture and societies, the values
of loyalty (忠) (to the king or nation) and filial piety (孝) (to the parents) set up the basic
norm of social behavior through both the public and private spheres [6, 38, 56, 71]. The
father had absolute power to rule the entire family, and the relationship between
government and people was seen as the extension of the father-son relationship.
Thus, it was only natural for traditional Chinese, Korean, and Japanese societies to
develop psychological and behavioral tendencies that include deference to authority,
worship, and dependence. Such social psychological orientations persist in these
societies, even after their political systems have changed to a democracy and their
social structure has modernized [51, 71].

Additionally, authoritarian orientations are rooted deeply not only in China, Korea,
and Japan but also in other Asian societies with a history of authoritarianism, such as
Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines, even though these societies are relatively less

3 The Confucian cultural zone generally refers to societies that have been culturally influenced by the
philosophy of Confucius, specifically Greater China, Korea, Japan, Singapore, and Vietnam.
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influenced by the Confucian traditions. It is not difficult to find evidence that author-
itarianism is still pervasive, culturally and psychologically, everywhere in Southeast
Asia, influencing the exercise of power and the quality of democracy [7, 10, 11, 20, 26,
27, 29, 68]. We note too that authoritarian orientations are viewed as a factor influenc-
ing political life in some Latin American [69] and African societies [49] and even in
more modernized and democratic Western countries [29].

Why are authoritarian values pervasive in this region? Although exploring sources
of authoritarian orientations is not the focus of this paper, it might still be helpful to
discuss briefly the roots of authoritarianism. Generally, authoritarian orientations are
believed to originate from either genetic inheritance or social learning [3, 4, 41, 60].
Genetic theory seems to provide some hard evidence for the sources of authoritarianism
but has been criticized for neglecting gene-environment interaction and its impact on an
individual [14, 60]. Thus, social learning, which can be influenced by political and
social structure, offers a more convincing explanation. For instance, almost all dictato-
rial (or authoritarian) regimes use propaganda through various means such as school
education, political discourse, and even religion to teach people that compliance to
authority and political leaders is to be taken for granted. Besides political structure,
scholars also find that economic inequality is critical in shaping individual’s attitudes
toward general authority through experiences with authority in the economic sphere
[60]. Aside from origination, authoritarian values are continuously inherited through
hierarchical, authoritarian, exploitative parent-child relationships, as well as school and
other social and political relations [1, 3]. Hence, the long history of dictatorship and
authoritarian rule may be responsible for the pervasive authoritarian orientations in
these Asian societies.

Authoritarian orientations, as a component of culture, are not immutable though they
may be stable. “Orientations vary and are not mere subjective reflections of objective
conditions [21, p. 791].” The process of cultural change is similar to the evolution of
biology. Generally, the gene of animals is stable, but occasionally, a genetic variant takes
place to adapt to the living environment outside, especially in one encountering dramatic
change in its environment. For example, Confucian culture maintained stability in Asian
societies for over 2,000 years, until it encountered Western culture 150 years ago. From
then on, Confucianism in each East Asian society has experienced social transformation.
Two dramatic transformations occurred, modernization in the socioeconomic dimension
and democratization in the political dimension, and these have determined the direction
of cultural change. Authoritarian orientations, as one component of Confucianism, are
fading with modernization and democratization. The hierarchical, obedient, and depen-
dent personality attributes found in authoritarian orientations conflict with modern
culture, which advocates equal and independent interpersonal relationships between
people. Of course, because of cultural inertia, the extent and speed of this cultural shift
depends on prior changes in the social environment, such as changes to the social
structure and political system. A more recent empirical analysis also claims that “many
East Asian democracies are still struggling against a haze of nostalgia for authoritarian-
ism, as citizens compare life under democracy with either the growth-oriented author-
itarianism of the recent past or with their prosperous nondemocratic neighbors [12, p.
78].” However, even though authoritarian orientations remain in these societies, their
accumulation is fading, and their remaining degree is mainly dependent on the level of
modernization and democratic development achieved [18].
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The pervasive authoritarian values in this region can bring about significant political
consequences. In this paper, we are particularly interested in how such values affect
political trust. As previously mentioned, authoritarian orientations emphasize an un-
equal social relationship between parents and children, government and people, teacher
and students, youths and elders, and boss and subordinate as well as the discourage-
ment of any behavior intending to challenge authority. Such cultural values, inherited
through family, school, and other social and political relations, will be uppermost in
Asian peoples’ minds. Because government and political leaders are usually the most
important symbols of authority throughout a whole country, psychological tendencies
that include authority submission, worship, and dependence lead people to trust in
government and political leaders without much question. Moreover, such hierarchical
relationships between the government and the public lead people to regard the govern-
ment as not being obligated to meet their requests. So when an unfavorable response by
the government comes out, people are less likely to withdraw their support [45].

Research Design

Hypotheses

Our central hypothesis is that authoritarian orientations are a cultural origin of political
trust in East Asian societies. To test the hypothesis, we performed an empirical analysis
at both the macro (society) and micro (individual) levels. We were also interested in
constructing an overview of changes of authoritarian orientations in the process of
modernization.

In the macro-level analyses, we expected to find the following results:

1. Societies with higher levels of authoritarian orientations will have higher political
trust.

2. Considering the impact of modernization and democratization on authoritarian
orientations, those societies which are less developed and less democratic will
have stronger authoritarian orientations.

To test our central hypothesis, we also performed individual-level analyses since by
itself, macro-level evidence is not sufficient. The society-level correlation between
authoritarian orientations and political trust can only be valid when there is a significant
relationship between the two at the individual level as well. Firstly, the macro-level
causal relationship works through many individuals’ decisions and behavior, and the
micro-level correlation can be seen as a mechanism of such macro-level causal
relationship. Political trust refers to each individual’s trust in political institutions or
actors; therefore, political trust is based on individual experience, such as subjective
understandings of cultural values and perceptions of institutional performances.
Secondly, if the association between political trust and cultural values is significant at
the aggregation level, but not significant at the individual level, it suggests that the
relationship might be spurious and the analysis may be trapped by the ecological
fallacy. Finally, for operationalization and methodological purposes, conducting anal-
ysis at the micro level provides a larger sample and allowed us to control several other
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variables, such as the demographic characteristics, omitted in small-N society-level
analysis. Specifically, at the individual level, we expected to see the following:

3. The stronger the individual’s authoritarian orientations, the more political trust he
(or she) has.

Concept Operationalization

We constructed a comprehensive measure for authoritarian orientations by combining
four variables from the ABS. The ABS asks respondents about their attitudes to the
following statements: (1) government leaders are like the head of a family, and we
should follow their decisions; (2) the government should decide whether certain ideas
can be discussed in the society; (3) if we have political leaders who are morally upright,
we can let them decide everything; and (4) children should do whatever their parents
ask even if the demands are unreasonable. In order to illustrate directly and intuitively
the distribution of authoritarian orientations across 13 societies in East and Southeast
Asia, we calculated the mean value of the four variables for each respondent and
averaged the mean values of individuals to get the mean score for each society (Eq. 1).
Such a mean score represents the average strength of authoritarian orientation in that
society.

Authoritarian value ¼

X

i¼1

N

X

j¼1

4

Value j

4

0
BBB@

1
CCCA

8
>>>><

>>>>:

9
>>>>=

>>>>;

N
ð1Þ

where (a) value1 to value4 refer to four different measurements for authoritarian
orientations in the questionnaire, (b) four-point scale for each of the four variables is
converted into two-point scale: 1 means authoritarian oriented while 0 means not
authoritarian oriented, (c) N is the sample size in each society, and (d) the results
represent the authoritarian values in each certain society, ranging from the lowest (0) to
the highest (1), and a higher value means stronger authoritarian orientations.

Using these four variables, we intended to construct a comprehensive measure for
authoritarian orientations, which combines political and family authoritarian values.
However, such a measure faces an inevitable trade-off between conceptual richness and
empirical difficulties. On the one hand, dropping either the political or family compo-
nent renders the measure incomplete since authoritarian orientations can be reflected in
both family life and political domain. On the other hand, incorporating political
authoritarian values into the measure brings a methodological challenge: the chosen
three variables (1–3) which measure submission to the government and political leaders
are closely related to political trust and thus may lead to the problem of tautology.

However, submission to political leaders or the government is theoretically different
from political trust: the former refers to people unconditionally “worshiping” political
authorities, while the latter may be conditional on other factors such as institutional
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performance. Additionally, to our knowledge, there are few existing studies which use
these variables with regard to submission to political authorities in order to measure
political trust. Finally, for checking purposes, we used alternative measures of author-
itarian orientations in the regression analyses. For instance, we used only the obedience
to parents (4) as the measure for authoritarian orientations. Because this measure has
little direct association with political trust, the relationship between them is unlikely to
be affected by the potential tautology problem. Similarly, we also used the obedience to
teachers, which is only available in the second wave of survey. However, the main
findings remain unchanged.

In measuring political trust, we combined seven variables together, which respec-
tively measured trust in courts, national government, political parties, parliament, civil
service, the military, and local government.4 This more comprehensive measurement
can better reflect an individual’s general trust in political institutions and actors.
Similarly with the construction of the measure of authoritarian orientations, we
assigned equal weight to each of the seven variables and specified Eq. 2 to calculate
the mean value of political trust within each society, which represents the average level
of political trust in that society.

Political trust ¼

X

i¼1

N

X

j¼1

7

Trust j

7

0

BBB@

1

CCCA

8
>>>><

>>>>:

9
>>>>=

>>>>;

N
ð2Þ

where (a) trust1 to trust7 refer to trust in the court, national government, political
parties, parliament, civil service, the military, and local government, respectively; (b)
four-point scale for each of seven variables is converted into two-point scale: 1 means
trust while 0 means not trust; (c) N is the sample size in each society; and (d) the result
represents the overall political trust of each specific society, ranging from the lowest (0)
to the highest (1), and a higher value means more political trust.

Survey Data

The data used in this study is from the ABS—several waves of social survey on public
political opinions conducted in Asia. 5 From this database, we merged two-wave
surveys (2001–2003 and 2005–2008) conducted in East and Southeast Asia, where
the authoritarian orientations are quite prevalent. Finally, we ended up with around
31,871 observations from 13 societies, including Japan, Hong Kong, South Korea,
Mainland China, Mongolia, the Philippines, Taiwan, Thailand, Indonesia, Singapore,
Vietnam, Cambodia, and Malaysia.6

4 The survey conducted in Hong Kong does not include information on trust in the police. Thus, for the cross-
society comparison purpose, we do not include trust in the police in the measurement for political trust.
5 For more detailed information on this data set, please see http://www.asianbarometer.org.
6 The original data set contains 32,015 observations. We only keep the observations which have no missing
data with regard to the respondent’s gender, age, urban residence, and country, making 144 (0.4 %)
observations dropped.
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The quality of social surveys in authoritarian regimes, like China and Vietnam, has
often been questioned. There is a reasonable suspicion that political fear could be a
significant factor undermining the credibility of measurements of political issues in
China or Vietnam. However, survey data is still widely used to explore the topic of
political trust in China or Vietnam, and research results from surveys are published in
leading academic journals [15, 37, 40, 59]. 7 Among publications of this kind, the
relationship between political fear and political trust or political support has been
analyzed previously [22, 59], and so, while this debate exists and certainly should be
considered, there is an established consensus that surveys from authoritarian regimes
can still produce rigorous results. In brief, we believe that the credibility and validity of
the data we are using is guaranteed and adequate for the needs of this analysis.

It is also worth noting that though we have been careful in choosing the variables for
analysis to avoid too many missing values, missing values are often inevitable, especially
when dealing with survey data. In the main regression analysis, we reported estimation
results using various strategies of dealing with missing data, including listwise deletion,
mean substitution, and multiple imputation methods. The consistent findings based on
different strategies to some extent relieved our concern about the problem of missing data.

Empirical Findings

Authoritarian Orientations in East Asian Societies

To investigate how authoritarian orientations change over time and with the modern-
ization process, we compiled data from several sources, such as the World Bank and
Freedom House. Figures 1 and 2 show the relationship between economic and dem-
ocratic development and authoritarian orientations at the society level.

The comparisons between the two waves within a society and those between
different societies generated different findings. Firstly, as shown in Fig. 1, the author-
itarian orientations within a society did not necessarily diminish drastically over a short
period of time (i.e., from waves 1 to 2). Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea,
Thailand, and Mongolia change slightly, while in some others, such as China and the
Philippines, authoritarian orientations increased. This finding suggests that authoritar-
ian orientations as cultural norms are relatively stable in the 13 societies.

Secondly, the comparison between different societies reveals that the modernization
process significantly decreases the authoritarian orientations of a society, which sug-
gests that the values are not unchangeable. In Fig. 1, we find a significant negative
association (correlation coefficient=−0.75) between economy (measured by the natural
logarithm of GDP per capita, PPP) and authoritarian orientations. The trend shows that
the more economically developed a society, the less authoritarian oriented it is. The less
economically developed societies, like Cambodia and Mongolia, are much more
authoritarian oriented than rich economies, such as Japan and Taiwan. Figure 2 detects
a very similar pattern between democratic development (measured by the Freedom
House seven-point rating) and authoritarian orientations. The less democratic societies,
like Cambodia and Vietnam, are more authoritarian oriented than democratic societies,

7 The information for the quality of data is also available at the site www.asianbarometer.org.
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such as Japan and Taiwan. To sum up, authoritarian orientations as a part of traditional
culture appear relatively stable in the short term and do not necessarily diminish over a
short period but would decrease in the long term alongside the process of democratic
and economic development.

Political Trust in East Asian Societies

Figure 3 shows the average levels of political trust in the 13 societies. Generally
speaking, citizens in most of these societies hold higher political trust compared with
the critical citizens in advanced industrial democracies, such as the USA [67]. Among
them, Vietnam has the highest rating for political trust (over 0.9), followed by
Singapore (at 0.86) and Mainland China (at 0.85).

Among the 13 societies, the two democracies, South Korea and Japan, have the
lowest ratings of political trust, ranging from 0.31 to 0.33. These findings, to some
extent, contradict the argument of institutional theorists that it is easier for democracies
to create political support than nondemocracies from the macro perspective [32, 48,
64]. Similarly, in terms of corruption control, Japan and South Korea significantly
outperform Mainland China and Mongolia [63]. If institutional performance cannot
fully account for the variations of political trust in this region, what else might we take

Japan_1

Japan_2
Hong Kong_1

Hong Kong_2

South Korea_1

South Korea_2

China_1

China_2

Mongolia_1

Mongolia_2

Philippines_1

Philippines_2

Taiwan_1Taiwan_2

Thailand_1Thailand_2

Indonesia_2

Singapore_2

Vietnam_2

Cambodia_2

Malaysia_2

.3
.4

.5
.6

.7
.8

7.5 8.5 9.5 10.5 11.5

GDP per capita (ln),PPP

Fitted values

Note: Pairwise correlation coefficient= -0.75 (p-value=0.0001); “_1” means
the first wave survey and “_2” means the second wave survey.
Source: The measure for authoritarian orientations is from Asian Barometer
Survey (2001-2003 and 2005-2008); GDP per capita, PPP (in current US
dollars) in the previous year of the survey is from the World Bank (WB) and
the International Monetary Foundation (IMF) (retrieved on September 14,
2013).

Fig. 1 Economic development and authoritarian orientations
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into consideration as a significant factor? We argue that the authoritarian orientations
could be a significant factor that drives the high political trust in these societies.

Authoritarian Orientations and Political Trust

In exploring the relationship between authoritarian orientations and political trust, we
conducted the analysis at both macro (society) and micro (individual) levels. Figure 4
summarizes the society-level evidence. The trend suggests a strong positive correlation
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pairwise correlation coefficient=0.5 (p-value=0.02); “_1” means the first-wave
survey and “_2” means the second-wave survey.
Source: The measure for authoritarian orientations is from Asian Barometer
Survey (2001-2003 and 2005-2008); Freedom House rating is from the
Freedom House.

Fig. 2 Democratic development and authoritarian orientations

Source: Asian Barometer Survey (2001-2003 and 2005-2008).

Fig. 3 Political trust in East
Asian societies
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(correlation coefficient=0.5; p value=0.02) between the two. Political institutions and
actors in societies with stronger authoritarian orientations, such as Vietnam, Singapore,
and China, get more public support than those in less authoritarian-oriented societies,
such as Japan. The strong correlation implies that authoritarian orientations could be an
important source of political trust in this area.

We also specified an econometric model (Eq. 3) to conduct the analysis at the
individual level. Different from the previous macro-level analysis in which we assigned
equal weights to each subcomponent of the comprehensive measures of political trust
and authoritarian orientations, we conducted a principal component factor analysis to
get comprehensive indices for political trust and authoritarian values. 8 Then, we
normalized the two indices.

Political trusti ¼ X 0a1 þ b1Authoritarian orientationi þ b2Social trusti
þb3Performancei þ c1Societyi þ c2Wavei þ εi

ð3Þ
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Source: Asian Barometer Survey (2001-2003 and 2005-2008).

Fig. 4 Authoritarian orientations and political trust

8 We performed the principal component factor analysis to generate the indices of political trust and
authoritarian orientations. The seven measures of political trust are strongly correlated; the correlation
coefficients range from 0.40 to 0.75, with the mean at 0.51. Moreover, the single factor generated via a
principal component analysis accounts for 58 % of total variance of seven measures, all of which have
loadings larger than 0.67 on this dimension. Similarly, the correlation coefficients between each two of the four
measures of authoritarian orientations range from 0.1 to 0.38, with the mean at 0.22. The principal component
analysis of the four measures of authoritarian orientations generate a single factor, which accounts for 43 % of
the total variance, and the loading on each measure ranges from 0.38 to 0.75 and is 0.63 on average.
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To compare the effects of authoritarian orientations and social trust on political trust,
we normalized the social trust variable. If the coefficient of the normalized authoritarian
orientations index is greater than that of the normalized social trust variable, it suggests
that the former has a stronger effect on political trust than the latter. For the same purpose
of comparison, we normalized and controlled for several perceived dimensions of
institutional performance, such as individuals’ evaluations of the (national) economy,
(local) corruption, and theworking of democracy.9We also controlled the social structure
factors (X ′), such as gender, age, education, and urban residence, which, if omitted,
would make the estimate results biased, since culture could be merely a secondary
phenomenon dependent on social structure factors [20, 59].10 Finally, we controlled
society dummies and wave survey dummies to rule out the influence of society specific
characters, such as common political fears shared by citizens and political institutions in
certain societies at certain times. The term εi is a disturbance term.

We pooled all individual observations in 13 societies and reported the estimation
results in Table 1. Column 1 deals with the missing data with listwise deletion, and
observations with missing values are dropped. The regression analysis reveals a strong
association between the performance variables and political trust, which supports the
institutional explanation of political trust. However, good performance is not the only
origin of political trust. Both authoritarian orientations and social trust are positively
correlated with political trust net of other factors and thus can be regarded as cultural
origins of political trust. Because the effect of authoritarian orientations is statistically
significant after controlling other variables, such as evaluations of institutional perfor-
mance and demographic variables, the evidence suggests that the effect of authoritarian
orientations is independent from other factors and such cultural values by themselves
can contribute to high political trust in this region. Moreover, the coefficient of the
authoritarian orientations is nearly twice as large as that of social trust, which suggests
that authoritarian orientations are a more significant cultural origin in these countries
than social trust which is often discussed in studies of other regions (e.g., [42]). 11

Specifically, 1 standard deviation increase in an individual’s authoritarian orientations
will increase his/her political trust by a 0.122 standard deviation while a standard
deviation rise in social trust will lead to a 0.057 standard deviation rise in political trust.

Some social structure factors influence political trust as well. Generally, highly
educated people and urban citizens tend to have less political trust. More importantly,
because less educated individuals may be more likely to have authoritarian orientations
and more likely to trust political actors and institutions blindly, controlling for educa-
tion in the regression model increases our confidence that the significant association
between authoritarian orientations and political trust is not totally driven by blind trust.

9 We chose corruption in local government rather than national government because there are many more
missing values in the latter variable. This may be due to a lack of knowledge of corruption at higher-level
governmental institutions.
10 To make the measures consistent across two survey waves, the continuous age was converted to 12 age
groups, which were still treated as a continuous variable for simplicity, and the continuous schooling years
were converted to ordinal educational degrees.
11 In another separate test not reported here, we deleted Hong Kong from the full sample, given that Hong
Kong is a heterogeneous unit here; the national government refers to the central government of China
(People’s Republic of China), while the military refers to the Liberation Army. Though a part of People’s
Republic of China, Hong Kong has considerable autonomy and its citizens may not have so many interactions
with the central government as in other countries. The main findings still held.
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Interestingly, we also find an inverted U-shape relationship between age and political
trust with the turning point at 35 to 44 years old.12

Regression analysis in the other three columns in Table 1 addressed the problem of
missing data in different ways. Column 2 replaced missing data with mean values of
variables. Column 3 used the method of multiple imputation (MI) and included all the
observations in the regression. Because we included the political trust index in the
imputation model, it might be inappropriate to use the imputed values of political trust
in the regression model since the imputed values add little information. Thus, in column
4, we separately reported the result with only the observations which have complete
data on political trust. However, the main findings are similar with those in column 1.
Given such consistent pattern, we employed the listwise deletion method in the
following analysis.

12 Age refers to the age group variable here. The turning point of the age group is 5 or 6 (−[−0.021/(2×
0.002)]), which refers to the age interval from 35 to 44.

Table 1 Robust OLS estimates for authoritarian orientations and political trust

Variables Dependent variable: political trust index

Listwise deletion Mean substitution Multiple
imputation (MI)

Multiple
imputation (MI)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Authoritarian orientations
(normalized)

0.122*** (0.006) 0.099*** (0.005) 0.122*** (0.006) 0.120*** (0.006)

Social trust (normalized) 0.057*** (0.005) 0.051*** (0.004) 0.058*** (0.004) 0.058*** (0.005)

Corruption (normalized) −0.155*** (0.006) −0.130*** (0.004) −0.154*** (0.005) −0.155*** (0.005)

Economy (normalized) 0.154*** (0.007) 0.137*** (0.005) 0.154*** (0.006) 0.154*** (0.006)

Democracy (normalized) 0.187*** (0.006) 0.158*** (0.005) 0.180*** (0.005) 0.180*** (0.005)

Gender (female=1) 0.013 (0.010) 0.023** (0.007) 0.022** (0.009) 0.024** (0.008)

Age −0.021** (0.008) −0.014* (0.006) −0.014 (0.008) −0.017* (0.007)

Age squared 0.002* (0.001) 0.001** (0.000) 0.001 (0.001) 0.001** (0.001)

Education (ref.: illiterate)

Primary 0.021 (0.028) 0.003 (0.015) −0.002 (0.021) −0.006 (0.021)

Secondary −0.048 (0.028) −0.059*** (0.015) −0.076*** (0.023) −0.078*** (0.022)

Tertiary −0.111*** (0.030) −0.116*** (0.018) −0.135*** (0.025) −0.135*** (0.024)

Urban −0.056*** (0.012) −0.031*** (0.009) −0.031** (0.011) −0.032** (0.011)

Wave −0.132*** (0.011) −0.113*** (0.008) −0.120*** (0.009) −0.123*** (0.010)

Society dummies Y Y Y Y

Observations 19,572 31,871 31,871 25,683

R2 0.545 0.583 0.559 0.568

Column 4 also employed the MI method but only included the observations whose original data of political
trust index was complete; the constant was included in the regression but not reported here; robust standard
errors are in parentheses

***p<0.001; **p<0.01; *p<0.05
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In Table 2, we divided the whole sample into 13 more homogeneous subsam-
ples of societies and compared the effects of authoritarian orientation in different
societies. The coefficients of authoritarian orientations are consistently positive
though not statistically significant at the conventional level in Vietnam. One
possibility is that both political trust and authoritarian orientations are strong in
Vietnam (Fig. 4), and there is not much variation within the society. Moreover, its
effect in full democracies (0.125), like Japan, is not necessarily smaller than that
in authoritarian regimes (0.104).

So far, the individual-level evidence has supported the hypothesis that authoritarian
orientations serve as a significant cultural origin of political trust in these societies. A
typical challenge to the estimation strategy is that the relationship between the two may
be spurious due to omitted variables, such as the ideology indoctrination, institutions,
or propaganda. However, besides controlling for various individual traits, such as
education, we controlled the society dummies or ran regressions in each specific
society, which helped rule out the influence of these society-level characteristics, such
as society-specific institutions and political fear. Thus, we can claim relatively safely
that the significant association between the authoritarian orientations and political trust
is not totally driven by these confounding factors.

Table 2 Authoritarian orientations, social trust, and political
trust, by society

Subsamples Coefficients

Authoritarian orientations (normalized) Social trust (normalized)

Full democracies 0.125*** 0.079***

Japan 0.125*** 0.079***

Flawed democracies 0.103*** 0.042***

Hong Kong 0.105*** 0.039*

South Korea 0.050** 0.072***

Mongolia 0.115*** −0.010
Philippines 0.073*** 0.041

Taiwan 0.181*** 0.029*

Indonesia 0.132*** 0.055

Malaysia 0.157*** −0.064
Hybrid regimes 0.156*** 0.070***

Thailand 0.162*** 0.058***

Singapore 0.104*** 0.084***

Cambodia 0.199*** 0.062

Authoritarian regimes 0.104*** 0.055***

Mainland China 0.123*** 0.045***

Vietnam 0.043 0.099***

All other variables in Table 1, except the society dummies, were controlled; the categorization of societies was
based on the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Index of Democracy, 2007 [31]

***p<0.001; **p<0.01; *p<0.05
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Another concern might be that the significant effect of authoritarian orientations was
driven by the strong correlation between authoritarian orientations and trust in just a
few instances rather than overall. As a robustness check, we reported the estimation
results using each subcomponent of the political trust index as the dependent variable
(see Table 3). Though the magnitudes vary, the effect of authoritarian orientations is
consistently significant and equal to or larger than that of social trust.

Discussion and Conclusion

Although many studies have explored the source of political trust, discussion about the
effect of authoritarian orientations has been marginalized. In this paper, we explored the
origins of political trust in 13 East Asian societies with a special emphasis on
authoritarian orientations. Considering the long history in this region of dictatorship
and authoritarian rule, which is at least partially based on public support, existing
institutional theory cannot fully account for the origins of political trust. We argue that
authoritarian orientations as a cultural perspective are an important source of political
trust in these East Asian societies. This explanation will help people understand the
historical basis of rule for dictatorships or authoritarian regimes before democratic
institutions emerged and why some governments still get a fair amount of support from
their people even though their performance is poor (e.g., Mongolia and Cambodia).

Our hypothesis on the relationship between authoritarian orientations and political
trust is supported by empirical analysis, both at the macro and micro levels. Although
social trust is also a cultural origin of political trust in this region, its effect is generally
smaller than that of authoritarian orientations. Moreover, the performance of institu-
tions or actors is correlated with political trust, so promoting the development of the
economy and democracy, as well as controlling corruption, earns public support for the
political institutions and actors.

Table 3 Alternative measures for political trust

Variables Dependent variable: trust in the following political institutions or actors

Courts National
government

Political
parties

Parliament Civil
service

Military Local
government

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Authoritarian
orientations
(normalized)

0.067***
(0.007)

0.098***
(0.006)

0.094***
(0.006)

0.087***
(0.006)

0.091***
(0.008)

0.104***
(0.007)

0.098***
(0.008)

Social trust
(normalized)

0.067***
(0.006)

0.045***
(0.005)

0.032***
(0.005)

0.037***
(0.005)

0.047***
(0.006)

0.030***
(0.006)

0.054***
(0.007)

Other controls Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Observations 21,231 21,602 21,537 21,500 21,638 21,499 21,819

R2 0.253 0.458 0.491 0.494 0.233 0.277 0.219

All other variables in Table 1 were controlled; the constant was included in the regression but not reported
here; robust standard errors are in parentheses

***p<0.001; **p<0.01; *p<0.05
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Though our empirical evidence shows a strong association between authoritarian
orientations and political trust, it does not lead to the conclusion that governments in the
13 societies, whether democratic or authoritarian, can depend on this cultural basis
indefinitely to maintain their rule. Nor does it mean that in a democratic and modern-
ized social context, it is still a valid and desirable way to create and increase political
trust. At present in China, a high rate of economic growth from an institutional
perspective and authoritarian orientations from a cultural perspective provides support
for the ruling parties. However, as our analysis suggests, authoritarian orientations are
fading with the process of modernization of a society. The more a society is developed
economically and democratically, the lower is the authoritarian orientation level.
Consequently, the political effect of authoritarian orientations at the macro level may
decrease with the growth of critical citizens during the modernization process. Citizens’
political trust is more likely to depend on the performance of government and institu-
tional arrangements. Thus, in order to create the new sources of legitimacy for their
rule, authoritarian governments usually tend to devote themselves to reforming the
political institutions, promoting quality of governance, and seeking to control rampant
corruption. However, whether these reforms and policies can lead to a greater legiti-
macy for authoritarian regimes remains to be seen.
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