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Abstract
Most Americans think that the country is politically divided and polarization will 
only get worse, not better. Such perceptions of polarization are widespread, but we 
do not know enough about their effects, especially those unrelated to political vari-
ables. This study examines the consequences of perceived polarization for levels of 
social trust in the United States. Trust in fellow citizens is the backbone of a well-
functioning democracy, given its role in promoting social cohesion and facilitating 
collective action. Using nationally representative panel data, as well as an original 
survey experiment, I find that perceived polarization directly undermines Ameri-
cans’ trust in each other. A belief that members of society share common values 
fosters social trust, but perceptions of partisan divisions and polarization make peo-
ple less trusting of their fellow citizens. Due to perceived polarization, people are 
less likely to believe that others can be trusted to do the right thing, which in turn 
decreases their willingness to cooperate for good causes. I discuss the implications 
of these findings for society’s ability to work together toward common goals.

Keywords Polarization · Social trust · Perceptions of polarization · Panel data · 
Experiment

Introduction

It is impossible for even the casual observer of politics not to notice polarization 
today. We hear America is politically divided and polarization is here to stay, at least 
for a while longer. Americans clearly seem to accept this notion and perceive the 
country to be experiencing growing partisan divisions and tribalism, at the expense 
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of common ground and shared values (Ahler, 2014; Levendusky & Malhotra, 
2016a).

Perceptions of political polarization are widespread. About nine-in-ten Ameri-
cans view the country as divided over politics and partisan conflicts (Pew Research 
Center, 2020; PRRI, 2019). These perceptions are likely to prevail, as roughly two-
thirds of the public expect polarization to only worsen in the future (Pew Research 
Center, 2019a).

A belief that members of society share similar values and norms undergirds social 
trust (Offe, 1999). Trust in fellow citizens—so-called generalized social trust—acts 
as the social glue that binds people together in harmony and for the common good 
(Putnam, 2000). That being so, if an increasing number of people feel that there is 
more that divides them than unites them, what consequences does that have for citi-
zens’ trust in each other?

This question is important because social trust is the foundation of a well-func-
tioning democracy. It is a vital attribute every society strives to cultivate; social 
trust promotes civic engagement, facilitates cooperation, fosters social harmony, 
and supports democratic systems (Fukuyama, 1995; Paxton, 1999; Putnam, 1993, 
2000; Uslaner, 2002). This question is especially timely and relevant, given that the 
COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the importance of trust among citizens when 
responding to crises. A society’s trust levels represent how effectively it can per-
form collective action (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1993), which is critical for tackling 
shared challenges, such as public health, climate change, inequality, and other soci-
etal ills that require concerted efforts by society as a whole.

This study focuses on the public perception of polarization and its consequences 
for levels of generalized social trust. Past studies on perceived polarization have 
examined its effects mostly with respect to political variables, such as whether it 
leads to the actual polarization of political attitudes and how it impacts political 
behavior (Ahler, 2014; Enders & Armaly, 2019; Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016b). 
Perhaps most relevant to this study, Enders and Armaly (2019) find, based on cross-
sectional data, that perceived polarization is associated with lower political trust, or 
trust in government.

Nevertheless, little is known about the relationship between perceived polariza-
tion and social trust, including whether that relationship is causal. Social trust (trust 
in people in general) and political trust (trust in political leaders and institutions) are 
different kinds of trust with different antecedents. For instance, trust in government 
is heavily shaped by evaluations of government performance and whether or not one 
supports the party-in-power (Citrin, 1974), and it is not the same as how much one 
trusts other people (Newton, 2001). While social and political trust tend to move 
in tandem at the macro level (Keele, 2007), the empirical evidence on the individ-
ual level is inconclusive; if anything, it weighs more heavily for a weak association 
between the two (Uslaner, 2002; Delhey & Newton, 2003; Kaase, 1999; see Brehm 
& Rahn, 1997 for an exception).

This suggests that prior work on polarization and political trust does not reveal 
what effects polarization might have on social trust. My study is unique in that it 
focuses on the direct connection between perceived polarization and social trust. 
While social and political trust are both crucial to the quality of democracy, many 
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view social trust as further-reaching in its effects, given its relation to various out-
comes across multiple domains, including economic growth, effective governance, 
social and political inclusion, citizen engagement, low crime and corruption rates, 
and healthy and happy citizenry (Carl & Billari, 2014; Knack, 2002; Knack & 
Keefer, 1997; Neilson & Paxton, 2010; Putnam, 2000; Reeskens, 2013; Rothstein & 
Uslaner, 2005; Uslaner, 2002).

My study contributes to the literature by demonstrating a direct causal link 
between perceived polarization and social trust. Using data from a nationally repre-
sentative panel survey and an original survey experiment, I find that perceptions of 
polarization, which are held by most Americans today, lead to the erosion of social 
trust. The results are robust to controlling for actual polarization defined in both 
affective and ideological terms. Perceived polarization makes individuals more dis-
trustful of their fellow citizens and discourages them from cooperating with others 
to contribute to the public good. In short, it fundamentally impacts the ways Ameri-
cans view and interact with each other. I discuss the implications of these findings 
for how they undermine our ability to trust and work together toward common goals.

Perceived Partisan Polarization and Social Trust

Many Americans think that the country is politically polarized, with fewer and fewer 
shared values and common interests to build common ground. Only a small share 
(15%) say that Americans have a lot in common with each other (More in Com-
mon, 2018). Public perception of a divided America has increased substantially over 
the past decades and is expected to last for the foreseeable future. Nevertheless, we 
do not know enough about its effects on our society, particularly its effects besides 
those related to political variables.

This study examines whether these widespread perceptions of polarization harm 
Americans’ trust in each other. I focus on perceived polarization, i.e., the extent to 
which one sees the nation as polarized, rather than actual ideological or affective 
polarization, which refers to adopting more extreme issue attitudes or polarized feel-
ings toward political groups.

Perceived polarization is not the same as actual polarization. First, most Ameri-
cans across the political spectrum—Republicans, Democrats, and Independents—
exhibit high perceptions of polarization (PRRI, 2019), which makes perceived polar-
ization a more general and widespread phenomenon. People may view the country 
as politically polarized without having polarized attitudes themselves, although 
polarized attitudes can amplify perceptions of polarization (Westfall et  al., 2015). 
Second, perceived polarization tends to be extreme and exaggerated. Many see the 
country as more severely polarized than it actually is—the perceived level of polari-
zation can be twice as large as its actual level (Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016a).

Perceived polarization is as important a phenomenon as actual polarization, if 
not more. Perception of polarization exceeds actual polarization, and importantly, it 
can affect citizen attitudes and behavior, independent of actual polarization (Enders 
& Armaly, 2019). People’s own perceptions of a given phenomenon are powerful in 
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shaping their attitudes, often more so than actual, objective reality (van Setten et al., 
2017).

Past research on the effects of perceived polarization has primarily focused on 
political outcomes. For example, perceived polarization is found to intensify nega-
tive feelings toward those of the other party (Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016b). On 
ideological polarization, the results are mixed; some studies find that it depolarizes 
issue attitudes (Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016b), while others find it drives attitude 
extremity (Ahler, 2014). Additionally, perceived polarization is associated with 
lower political trust and efficacy and higher political participation (Enders & Arm-
aly, 2019).

This study demonstrates that perceived polarization has broader consequences, 
beyond the political sphere. Specifically, I focus on how it affects trust in other 
members of society, called generalized social trust. As discussed above, social trust 
is conceptually different from political trust or institutional trust, which refers to 
one’s confidence in political institutions, authorities, and systems (Uslaner, 2002).

Generalized social trust also differs from trust in family, friends, and other per-
sonal contacts (personalized trust) and from trust in those who share similar charac-
teristics (ingroup trust). Rather, it is a generalized belief about what “most people” 
are like, including those whom one does not know and those different from oneself 
(Delhey et al., 2011; Uslaner, 2002). This trust is based on the belief that most peo-
ple have good intentions and adhere to a set of norms shared within society. Our 
society teaches us the values of honesty and integrity, so we are provided with com-
mon moral codes that prescribe good behaviors. When it comes to anonymous fel-
low citizens, trusting them means we expect them, even absent personal familiarity, 
to abide by and act as per shared norms (Fukuyama, 1995; Offe, 1999).

This generalized trust in other people plays a particularly important role as soci-
eties become more anonymous and heterogeneous. Many of our daily interactions 
require us to trust people we know little, and generalized social trust increases peo-
ple’s comfort levels when dealing with strangers for productive exchange (Offe, 
1999). Social trust is what makes “social interactions in complex, diversified socie-
ties work” (Stolle, 2002, 399). Trust encourages people to engage with those who 
are personally unfamiliar and different and to cooperate for mutual benefit (Brooks, 
2005; Sønderskov, 2009).

Why, then, would perceived polarization undermine Americans’ trust in each 
other? Research suggests that generalized social trust is generally lower in societies 
divided along salient cleavages, such as race, ethnicity, and social class (Alesina & 
La Ferrara, 2002; Bjørnskov, 2007; Delhey & Newton, 2005; Dinesen & Sønder-
skov, 2015; Uslaner & Brown, 2005). Whether these divisions are based on racial or 
economic differences, scholars posit a similar explanation of why they are detrimen-
tal to social trust: they decrease the sense of shared values and common belonging 
among members of society, leaving them feeling less connected with one another 
(Delhey & Newton, 2005; Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005).

Similarity breeds trust, as people are naturally inclined to trust those with similar 
attitudes and values (Byrne, 1961). The belief that fellow citizens share common 
values fosters trust and allows this trust to be generalized to society as a whole (Offe, 
1999). In fact, social trust is higher when there is more agreement than disagreement 



1537

1 3

Political Behavior (2022) 44:1533–1554 

among citizens on key values, such as the role of government and moral issues 
(Beugelsdijk & Klasing, 2016; Rapp, 2016).

Dissimilarity and discord, conversely, engender feelings of mistrust. Studies have 
shown the significance of actual and perceived social divisions in fueling distrust 
(Delhey & Newton, 2003). The greater the perceived divisions over core values 
regarding how society should function, the less likely individuals are to feel that 
they belong to the same “community” (Delhey & Newton, 2005). Tensions arising 
from such differences render it difficult to promote social trust, especially if divi-
sions are salient.

Political polarization is a form of social division not previously examined in rela-
tion to Americans’ social trust. While past research has explored the role of social 
divisions based on racial/ethnic, economic, and cultural grounds in eroding social 
trust, the rise of political polarization warrants the need to investigate whether 
political divisions have similar adverse effects. Specifically, this study focuses on 
the public perception of polarization as an indicator of social division and examines 
whether it undermines social trust.

Some might say that perceived polarization should have little net effect on social 
trust if it is guided by political group identity; that is, to the extent that it decreases 
one’s trust in those with different political views, its impact could be offset by it 
increasing one’s trust in those who are politically similar. I argue, however, that this 
may not be the case. First, trust in most people, i.e., generalized social trust, does not 
necessarily indicate how much one trusts people of a particular group, i.e., ingroup-
outgroup trust. Since generalized social trust extends to those without similar back-
grounds, there is some overlap with outgroup trust, in that both have to do with how 
one views unfamiliar and dissimilar others.

Nonetheless, social trust and group-based trust are different concepts; outgroup 
trust is based on group identity and thus directed at particular outgroup members, 
whereas the targets for generalized social trust are much broader (Freitag & Bauer, 
2013). Generalized social trust is not about any particular social/political group. 
Rather, it is an abstract attitude toward others in general, i.e., the “average” person in 
the population (Robinson & Jackson, 2001).

Furthermore, even if perceived polarization allows political identity to influence 
social trust, there are still several reasons to expect that it could undermine one’s 
overall level of trust in others regardless of their political backgrounds. Thus, it 
reduces trust in the average American.

Due to perceived polarization, individuals might become detached from both 
sides of the political spectrum as they see growing extremism and intolerance on 
both sides. Most Americans are fed up with polarization in both political parties and 
the inability to find common ground (More in Common, 2018). This is most likely 
to be true for Independents, but even for partisans, polarization can make neither 
side look good. In fact, many party supporters report feeling less warmth toward 
their own party as polarization has risen (Groenendyk, 2018). They dislike the other 
party, but many nonetheless seem to disapprove of—or, at least feel ambivalent 
about—the direction their party is headed, i.e., ideological extremity.

Polarization and extremism conflict with the broadly shared social norms of mod-
eration and compromise deemed positive in American society. Few like to think of 
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themselves as extreme (Hetherington & Rudolph, 2015), and close-mindedness and 
inflexibility are likewise regarded negatively (Klar & Krupnikov, 2016). But when 
thinking about the people out there, frequent media coverage of polarization makes 
people believe that more and more Americans today embrace polarized, extreme, 
and intolerant views, on both the left and right (Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016b). 
People tend to view such individuals as typical of the majority of ordinary voters, 
while considering themselves not like them; further, people express negative views 
of those espousing extreme and rigid views, not just in the other party but also in 
their own party (Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016b).

In other words, as people believe typical Americans are becoming more polarized 
and close-minded, such perceptions should induce feelings of distance and estrange-
ment from fellow citizens and society in general. This can result in the erosion of 
social trust.

Testing This Relationship: Panel Data Analysis

To test my argument, I use panel survey data containing repeated measures of the 
same key variables taken on the same individuals. A nationally representative prob-
ability sample of U.S. adults was drawn from NORC’s AmeriSpeak Panel and inter-
viewed yearly from 2016 to 2020. My study sample consists of 1337 panel members 
present in all five waves. It closely mirrors the demographics of the national popula-
tion (see Online Appendix, Table A1).

In every wave, respondents answered three standard questions on generalized 
social trust: whether they think most people can be trusted (vs. can’t be too care-
ful), try to be helpful (vs. mostly look out for themselves), and try to be fair (vs. take 
advantage of someone). Each question was asked in a dichotomous-choice format, 
and positive responses were summed into a four-point index, with higher values cor-
responding to higher social trust (see Online Appendix for survey instrument).

Perceived polarization was measured by asking respondents to indicate the 
extent to which they think Americans these days are politically divided and polar-
ized, disagree on issues, and have extreme views. Responses were combined into 
an index, where higher values indicate higher levels of perceived polarization. By 
asking about the American public specifically, these questions provide a good meas-
ure for this study, which seeks to understand the effect of perceptions of mass-level 
polarization rather than polarization among political elites. Overall, there is a sig-
nificant increase in mean perceived polarization over the five-year study period 
(see Online Appendix, Fig A1).

For the analysis, I used fixed-effects panel models, focusing on change within 
individuals over time. Fixed-effects models discard all between-unit variation and 
utilize only within-unit variation (Wooldridge, 2010). Each person is compared to 
him- or herself at different time points, so any stable individual-specific charac-
teristics—observed and unobserved—are automatically controlled for, under the 
assumption that their effects are constant over time. Since they offer controls for 
all time-invariant individual heterogeneity, which usually makes up a substantial 
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proportion of confounding, fixed-effects models are considered superior to other 
approaches for estimating causal effects with nonexperimental data (Allison, 2009).

To use fixed-effects models, the data should ideally contain considerable within-
unit variation in the predictor to leverage estimation of the effects. My data do so; 
the level of perceived polarization varies substantially from wave to wave at the 
individual level. Across the five waves, 98.2% of respondents changed their percep-
tions of polarization at least once. Such extensive variation within individuals makes 
it appropriate to employ fixed-effects models.

Since these models control for all stable confounders, one does not need a list 
of respondent background variables, e.g., demographics, to serve as “control vari-
ables.” However, the models do not automatically eliminate confounding due to 
variables that change over time and correlate with both independent and depend-
ent variables. Therefore, I accounted for several potential time-varying confounders. 
Among these was a measure of changes in personal finances, based on past research 
showing the associations of personal economic well-being with social trust and with 
perceived polarization. Next, I included controls for changes in the perceived preva-
lence of discrimination against one’s gender and racial groups, since experiencing or 
witnessing discrimination negatively impacts generalized social trust (Douds & Wu 
2018) and could also contribute to perceptions of polarization, if a given identity is 
politically relevant.

To isolate the independent effects of perceived polarization from actual polari-
zation, I controlled for changes in the intensity of individual political preferences, 
such as increased extremity of issue attitudes, partisan and ideological identities, 
and affect toward Donald Trump.1 By controlling for these correlates and potential 
confounders, I can assess whether perceived polarization plays a role in the erosion 
of generalized social trust.2

Finally, I included dummy variables representing each wave to account for com-
mon time trends. They capture the average effects of unobserved temporal influences 
on social trust in each wave. I estimated the following fixed-effects model:

where i indexes individual respondents and t indexes survey waves, Xit is a vector 
of time-varying controls, �i and �t are individual and time fixed effects, respectively, 
and uit is an idiosyncratic error term.

socialtrustit = �1perceivedpolarizationit + �2Xit + �i + �t + uit,

1 These measures were created by folding the original scales at their midpoints, so higher values indicate 
greater extremity/polarization. See Online Appendix for details on variable construction.
2 To preserve cases, missing values in control variables were recoded to the neutral midpoint. The 
results do not change with these cases included or excluded.
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Effect of Perceived Polarization on Social Trust

Table 1 reports the results of the fixed-effects estimations. Model 1 serves as a base-
line model, estimating the effect of perceived polarization on generalized social trust 
with individual and time fixed effects. Model 2 includes the time-varying control 
variables.

Table 1  Effect of perceived polarization on generalized social trust: fixed-effect estimates

Note: Results from linear fixed-effects panel models. Robust standard errors in parentheses. All variables 
rescaled to range from 0–1. Weighted to represent the U.S. adult population. Unweighted estimates are 
very similar (see Online Appendix, Table A2)
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Model 1 Model 2

Changes in
Perceived polarization − 0.096** − 0.087*

(0.035) (0.037)
Changes in
Personal financial situation − 0.101***

(0.023)
Issue attitude extremity − 0.067

(0.041)
Intensity of affect toward Donald Trump − 0.035

(0.022)
Partisan strength 0.017

(0.029)
Ideological strength − 0.014

(0.022)
Perceived discrimination against own gender − 0.029

(0.034)
Perceived discrimination against own race 0.020

(0.032)
Wave 2 (2017) 0.039** 0.032*

(0.013) (0.013)
Wave 3 (2018) 0.018 0.016

(0.013) (0.015)
Wave 4 (2019) 0.005 0.004

(0.014) (0.016)
Wave 5 (2020) − 0.007 − 0.012

(0.013) (0.014)
Constant 0.525*** 0.634***

(0.026) (0.046)
N of observations 6651 6167
N of individuals 1336 1237
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In Model 1, perceived polarization significantly reduces social trust, after control-
ling for person-specific fixed effects and common time trends (p < 0.01). That is, 
increases in perceived polarization result in decreases in trust in others. Even after 
adding time-varying control variables in Model 2, the negative effect of perceived 
polarization persists (p < 0.05).

It is worth emphasizing that the results are robust to controlling for actual ideo-
logical and affective polarization. In fact, the variables related to actual polarization, 
i.e., increases in issue attitude extremity, intensity of like/dislike for Trump,3 and 
strength of partisanship and ideology, are statistically insignificant. In other words, 
adopting more extreme attitudes and feelings does not significantly impact one’s 
social trust, while perceiving greater polarization within society does. These results 
are consistent with those of Enders and Armaly (2019), which show that perceived 
polarization has its own significance, independent of actual polarization.

One might speculate about whether perceived polarization potentially mediates 
the relationship between actual polarization and social trust. For instance, adopting 
more extreme attitudes might enhance perceptions of polarization, which then nega-
tively affect social trust. Alternatively, actual polarization might mediate the effect 
of perceived polarization, if an impression of greater polarization makes people 
more extreme in their own attitudes, and then it reduces their social trust. While 
these are interesting questions, they cannot be directly tested from this data because 
the estimates will likely be biased (see Bullock et al., 2010).4 Regardless, the results 
demonstrate that perceived polarization has a significant, direct effect on social trust.

The largest effect comes from changes in personal economic conditions, a fac-
tor known to impact generalized social trust; the less satisfied individuals are finan-
cially, the less trusting they become (p < 0.001). Other changes, such as a perception 
of increased discrimination toward one’s own social groups, do not have significant 
effects.

Based on my models, perceived polarization reduces social trust by 8.7 to 9.6 per-
centage points, as it changes from the lowest (0) to the highest (1) level. However, 
not many people would experience such a drastic change over five years. To assess 
its substantive effect more realistically, I used the actual range of shift observed 

3 Affective polarization was measured using a feeling thermometer for Donald Trump because this item 
was available in all five waves. The farther the rating moves from the neutral 50-degree, the more intense 
the feeling is. Affective polarization is more commonly measured via feeling thermometers for the Dem-
ocratic and Republican parties, but these items were not asked in every wave. When I analyze a subset of 
the data that includes party thermometer ratings, perceived polarization still significantly reduces social 
trust after controlling for the actual polarization of party affect and issue attitudes. See Online Appendix, 
Table A3.
4 When I nonetheless explore the data for these questions, the coefficients of the actual polarization are 
unaffected by whether or not the model includes the perceived polarization variable, and they are consist-
ently statistically insignificant. There is thus little indication for perceived polarization being a potential 
pathway mediating the relationship between actual polarization and social trust. On the other hand, the 
model predicts a larger effect of perceived polarization on social trust when the actual polarization vari-
ables are not included; when they are, the effect of perceived polarization decreases by 8.4% (see Online 
Appendix, Table A4). This might indicate the presence of partial indirect effects but cannot be confirmed 
with this data.
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within individuals (see Mummolo & Peterson, 2018). During the study period, the 
average within-person change in perceived polarization over time is 0.28 on a 0–1 
scale; based on this shift, as one’s perception of polarization changes (increases) by 
the mean within-person range, social trust decreases by 2.4–2.7 percentage points. 
An increase in perceived polarization by one standard deviation of the within-per-
son distribution (0.19) produces a 1.7–1.8 percentage point decrease in social trust. 
These effect sizes are similar to those found in previous studies on other forms of 
division, such as those based on income or race/ethnicity.5

Discussion

Perceived polarization implies that people are less likely to believe that Americans 
share common values and interests. As a result, they should find it difficult to feel 
bound to each other and develop social trust. Using fixed-effects models that control 
for all stable individual heterogeneity, common time trends, and several time-vary-
ing confounders, I find support for my hypothesis that perceived polarization erodes 
social trust.

My fixed-effects estimates represent the average treatment effect on the treated 
because these estimates are based only on information from those whose percep-
tions of polarization changed over time, i.e., those who were “treated.” The general-
izability of the fixed-effects results is thus limited to those experiencing such change 
in treatment status. Recall that my data include a nationally representative sample, 
and almost all respondents’ perceptions of polarization changed across waves. Only 
1.8% showed no within-individual variation whatsoever. Given this general ten-
dency of within-individual changes in the level of perceived polarization, the effects 
I find should apply broadly throughout the population.

Note that at the beginning of the study in 2016, the level of public perception of 
polarization was already high. However, even after seemingly reaching a plateau, 
perceived polarization continued to rise. For example, 83.7% of my respondents 
said in 2016 that Americans were “very” or “extremely” divided, which increased 
to 85.3% in 2020. Similarly, 80.7% saw “very little” or “no agreement” on issues 
among Americans in 2016, and 84.8% did so in 2020. In other words, perceived 
polarization still increased significantly, albeit moderately, during these years, and 
that affected Americans’ social trust.

The talk of polarization is not new. Political polarization started to rise in Con-
gress in the late 1970s (McCarty et al., 2008). The mass public began to show signs 
of affective polarization in the late 1980s, although it was only after 2000 that this 
trend accelerated (Iyengar & Krupenkin, 2018). The public’s perception of politi-
cal polarization coincided with these trends; in 2001, 24% of Americans said the 

5 My effect sizes cannot be directly compared to those from past studies, but just for reference, stud-
ies report that an increase by one standard deviation in racial/ethnic fragmentation or income inequality 
decreases social trust by 0.6–3.0 percentage points (Alesina and La Ferrara 2002; Dinesen and Sønder-
skov 2015).
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country was greatly divided, and that number drastically increased thereafter, to 
53% in 2004 and 77% in 2016 (Gallup, 2017).

If I extrapolate these findings back in time, I might find a much larger effect of 
perceived polarization. Over the last few decades, the American public has wit-
nessed constant partisan conflict and rancor, with the media telling them on a daily 
basis that the country is polarized. So, by the year 2016, public perceptions of polar-
ization were already high, with little room to grow further. If we could go back in 
time some 20  years, to when people started to notice and develop perceptions of 
a polarized America, the negative effects of perceived polarization on social trust 
might be even stronger and much more pronounced than those found here.

Finally, one limitation of this panel analysis is that fixed-effects models are not 
well suited to dealing with reverse causality, especially if one expects contempora-
neous effects.6 Reverse causation is possible, to the extent that people whose social 
trust level is lowered (for reasons unrelated to perceived polarization) would per-
ceive greater divisions within society, including the political kind. Using experi-
ments will help rule out reverse causation.

Experimental Evidence

To establish the causal effects of perceived polarization on social trust, I now use 
an experimental design in which I manipulate perceived polarization and assess its 
impact on social trust levels. My experiment aims to complement the panel study 
findings in two additional ways. First, besides the standard three-item generalized 
social trust scale, I include two more measures based on alternative operationaliza-
tions of social trust: (1) trust in personally unknown individuals, and (2) trust in 
the American citizenry. Second, I examine the behavioral implications of reduced 
social trust as a result of perceived polarization. Advocates of social trust empha-
size its role in promoting prosocial behaviors—behaviors that benefit others, such 
as helping and cooperating (Brooks, 2005; Sønderskov, 2009; Uslaner, 2002). To 
what extent, then, does perceived polarization discourage socially beneficial behav-
ior, i.e., prosocial actions?

Using multiple operationalizations of social trust not only improves reliability but 
also sheds clearer light on what trusting other members of society actually means. 
For instance, generalized social trust has been found to correspond to trust in people 
one meets for the first time (Torpe & Lolle, 2011), but the fairly abstract wording 
of the standard trust scale makes it difficult to assess how much one would actually 
trust a stranger, and in what situations. Therefore, I include a measure focused on 
people’s behavioral willingness to trust strangers in everyday situations.

Furthermore, generalized social trust has been defined as trust in fellow citi-
zens because social trust is believed to reflect the quality of a society’s social 
structure (Coleman, 1988). Nonetheless, when asked about “most people” by the 
standard question, some people seem to base their answers on their opinions about 

6 See Online Appendix, Table A5 for the cross-lagged panel regression results.
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non-nationals (Sturgis & Smith, 2010). To avoid this ambiguity, I also include items 
to measure the trust one has in co-nationals, particularly tapping into positive expec-
tations about other Americans’ civic and social behavior.

These measures cover important aspects of social trust for the smooth functioning 
of society. First, beliefs about strangers govern human interactions in modern socie-
ties, where people rely on strangers in various everyday activities, e.g., when buying 
from or hiring an individual, or when sharing a ride or space with a stranger. Addi-
tionally, beliefs about the character of a typical citizen influence whether one sees 
it as fair to comply with society’s norms and contribute to society, such as working 
toward the common good and reciprocating prosocial acts (Putnam, 2000).

As for the behavioral consequences of perceived polarization, I explore how it 
affects cooperation for charitable causes. People give to charity for various reasons, 
including inherent kindness, personal satisfaction, and connection with a charity or 
cause (Andreoni, 1989; Bennett, 2003). Importantly, social trust is a powerful driver 
of giving (Uslaner, 2002) and cooperation for collective welfare (Sønderskov, 2009). 
People high (vs. low) in social trust are more likely to act prosocially because they 
have positive expectations of the reciprocity of goodwill by others (Putnam, 2000). 
In the following experiment, I present to the respondents charitable giving as a form 
of cooperation with other Americans and see whether it is affected by perceptions of 
polarization. If perceived polarization reduces one’s social trust, it should also nega-
tively affect one’s willingness to act prosocially and cooperate.

Procedures, Treatments, and Measures

I recruited a sample of 1006 Americans from an online survey panel, Bovitz Inc.’s 
Forthright, in spring 2020. My sample resembles the demographic distribution of 
the American population (see Online Appendix, Table A6). Respondents were ran-
domly assigned to read one of three news articles designed to either promote per-
ceived polarization (more-polarization), reduce perceived polarization (less-polar-
ization), or serve as a control article (see Online  Appendix for treatments). The 
treatments were developed through pretests to improve their effectiveness in manip-
ulating levels of perceived polarization. The article for the more-polarization condi-
tion portrayed the American people as severely polarized, highlighting deep divi-
sions with little middle ground. On the other hand, the less-polarization treatment 
portrayed Americans as sharing substantial common ground, rejecting extremism, 
and being open to compromise.

The control article included no reference to polarization. It discussed the COVID-
19 pandemic and its expected electoral impact in the most politically neutral manner 
possible. I chose this political control over a non-political control to ensure that my 
treatment effect is attributable to differences in the level of polarization perceived by 
individuals, not merely differences in the salience of politics. All respondents were 
shown articles about U.S. politics, with the only difference being whether/how they 
addressed the topic of polarization—highly polarized, not polarized, or without any 
discussion of polarization. I can thus assess the implications of different levels of 
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perceived polarization on social trust, while keeping constant the effects of priming 
politics.

For outcome measures, I first asked respondents the three standard questions on 
generalized social trust. To measure trust in the American citizenry, I used questions 
adapted from past research (Pew Research Center, 2019b) about how much respond-
ents trust Americans to act as honest and responsible citizens, such as by treating 
each other with honesty, obeying laws, reporting their income honestly, and working 
together to solve problems (see Online Appendix for questionnaire). Additionally, I 
measured willingness to trust strangers in everyday situations by assessing respond-
ents’ comfort levels with buying used items from Craigslist, giving a ride, and lend-
ing their cellphone to a stranger. Three indices of social trust were created, with 
higher values indicating higher trust.

To obtain a behavioral measure that reflects social trust, I focused on people’s 
decisions about charitable donations and how they were brought into cooperation. 
At the end of the study, respondents were given a cash bonus of $2.00 each and told 
that they could keep the bonus or give any or all of it to a charity. They were shown 
a list of four well-known, non-partisan charitable organizations and asked to allocate 
their bonus between themselves and the charity.

For this task, respondents were further randomized into either the baseline or 
donation-matching condition. In the baseline condition, they were simply asked 
to individually decide how much to give and how much to keep. For the donation-
matching condition, respondents were told that people across the country were par-
ticipating in this study and their contributions would be matched if more than 80% 
of the respondents donated as well, regardless of the amount. They were specifically 
asked to take this into account in their decisions.

The purpose of this matching offer was to frame donation as an act of cooperation 
with other citizens and to encourage respondents to make decisions based on their 
expectations of others’ behavior. To the extent that perceived polarization lowers 
social trust, this offer should be less appealing to those with lower trust or lower 
expectations of others’ cooperation. Conversely, people should be more willing to 
contribute if they believe that most people are going to participate enough to make 
the matching threshold attainable, which is more likely among those whose social 
trust has improved.

Manipulation Check

Respondents were asked after treatment the same four questions measuring per-
ceived polarization as in the panel study (e.g., perceived political divisions, 
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polarization, attitude extremity, and disagreement among voters). I added a ques-
tion on the perceived intensity of partisan animosity. These five items provide 
a more holistic measure that covers perceptions of both ideological and affective 
polarization.

Ideally, the treatments should manipulate perceived polarization in both higher 
and lower directions. Unfortunately, they succeeded only in decreasing perceptions 
of polarization, not in increasing them. In Fig. 1, the less-polarization condition is 
significantly lower in perceived polarization than the more-polarization and control 
conditions (both p < 0.001). However, there is no difference between the means of 
the more-polarization and control conditions (p = 0.53).7 This is a somewhat antici-
pated possibility, given the already high level of perceived polarization; most Amer-
icans already believe the country to be polarized, so it may have been difficult to 
experimentally raise people’s perceptions of polarization any further.

Fig. 1  Manipulation Check: Perceived Polarization by Condition Note:  Mean perceived polarization 
scores, with 95% confidence intervals. Range from 1 (low) to 4 (high)

7 Some might wonder if this has to do with the content of the control article—the pandemic and the 
election. Since these were polarizing topics, mentioning them even in a neutral manner might have had 
a similar effect to the more-polarization treatment. Yet, while developing my treatments, I also tested an 
apolitical stimulus to see if it would serve a better baseline/control. The more-polarization treatment still 
did not induce higher perceived polarization relative to the apolitical control condition. This suggests the 
presence of ceiling effects. See Online Appendix for pretest results.



1547

1 3

Political Behavior (2022) 44:1533–1554 

Effect of Perceived Polarization on Social Trust Measures

To test my hypothesis, I compared the means of each social trust measure across 
the three conditions, testing for differences between the less-polarization and con-
trol conditions and between the less-polarization and more-polarization conditions. 
These comparisons will reveal the difference in social trust levels when perceived 
polarization is high versus when it is decreased. To improve the efficiency of the 
analysis, I included several covariates known to be strongly related to social trust, 
including household income, age, and indicators of minority identity/status (e.g., 
female, non-white), lower educational attainment, and divorce or separation (Ales-
ina & La Ferrara, 2002; Brehm & Rahn, 1997; Uslaner, 2002).

If my predictions hold, I should find lower levels of generalized social trust, trust 
in the American citizenry, and willingness to trust strangers in the more-polariza-
tion and control conditions, and higher levels in the less-polarization condition. As 
for the behavioral measure, by depicting the donation task as cooperation with oth-
ers, the matching offer should increase giving among people whose social trust and 
expectations about others’ behavior are likely be improved by treatment, i.e., those 
in the less-polarization condition.

As Fig. 2 shows, the results provide strong support for my hypothesis. Trust is 
significantly lower in the conditions where perceptions of polarization remain high. 
Trust increases when those perceptions are reduced. In the left panel, generalized 
social trust is highest in the less-polarization condition, 8.6% points higher than the 
control (p < 0.01), and 13.7 percentage points higher than the more-polarization 
condition (p < 0.001). The middle panel shows the mean levels of trust in the Ameri-
can citizenry by condition. Again, trust is lower when perceived polarization is high, 
but the treatment to reduce perceived polarization increases people’s trust in other 

Fig. 2  Effect of Perceived Polarization Treatments on Social Trust Measures Note: Estimated means of 
social trust, with 95% confidence intervals. All outcomes scaled from 0 (low) to 1 (high trust). Means 
adjusted for covariates
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Americans, by 7.2 percentage points over the control and by 9.6 percentage points 
over the more-polarization treatment (both p < 0.001).

Perceived polarization also impacts individuals’ willingness to place trust in 
strangers in everyday situations. The means are in the hypothesized directions; the 
right panel of Fig. 2 shows that people in the less-polarization condition are most 
trusting, with a mean trust 3.5% points higher than the control condition (p < 0.05). 
Trust is also higher than the more-polarization condition (by 3.2% points), but the 
difference is only marginally significant (p = 0.07).

Finally, I assessed whether perceived polarization influences prosocial, coopera-
tive behavior. For the donation task, I have two between-subjects factors: percep-
tion of polarization (more, less, or control) and donation matching (or no matching). 
To the extent that the polarization treatment affects social trust, the matching offer 
should boost donations among those in the less-polarization condition, thus produc-
ing an interaction effect.

I compared the mean percentages of the bonus donated to charity across condi-
tions. First, the analysis reveals no main effect of perceived polarization treatment; 
the mean rate of giving does not significantly differ between the more-polarization, 
less-polarization, and control conditions (p = 0.84). But donation matching has a sig-
nificant main effect: people gave more when an offer was made to match their dona-
tions than when no such offer was made (p < 0.05).

Second, as predicted, there is a significant interaction between perceived polari-
zation treatments and donation matching (p < 0.05). Importantly, Fig. 3 reveals that 
the effect of the matching offer is mostly concentrated among people in the less-
polarization condition. The offer did not make much difference for those in the 
other two conditions, where perceptions of polarization remained high. By contrast, 
people whose perceived polarization was reduced were more interested in combin-
ing forces with others to support charitable causes, when such an opportunity was 
present. Presenting giving as a cooperative activity and prompting people to think 

Fig. 3  Giving by Perceived Polarization Treatments and Donation Matching Condition Note: Estimated 
mean percentages of giving, with 95% confidence intervals. Means adjusted for covariates
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about the likely behavior of others caused a significant increase in donations, only 
for those in the less-polarization condition, i.e., those whose social trust had been 
improved (p < 0.001).

A Note on the Mechanism

Experiments provide an unbiased estimate of the causal treatment effect. The ques-
tion, however, remains: what is the causal mechanism linking perceived polarization 
to social trust? When outlining my hypothesized effects, I drew on the literature sug-
gesting that divisions in society make people see less commonality with one another 
and thus fuel distrust, whereas the belief that similar values are shared fosters social 
trust (Delhey & Newton, 2005; Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005).

To explore this question, I asked respondents after treatment how many Ameri-
cans (e.g., none, few, some, about half, most, almost all, all) they thought shared 
their values or beliefs. If perceived polarization reduces social trust by lowering the 
sense of shared values, people with high perceived polarization should report lower 
levels of perceived commonality than those whose perceptions of polarization have 
been reduced.

That is precisely what my data show: in Fig. 4, those in the less-polarization con-
dition are more likely to say that at least most people in this country share simi-
lar values and beliefs than those in the more-polarization and control conditions, 
respectively (both p < 0.05). Certainly, this is not a mediation analysis and does not 
establish this is how the effect of perceived polarization occurs. Still, this finding 
provides insight into the possible mechanisms at work.

Fig. 4  Percentage of People 
Saying that Most, Almost, All, 
or All Americans Share Their 
Values or Beliefs, by Condition
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Discussion

My experiment provides strong evidence for the causal effects of perceived polari-
zation on social trust. Consistent with my predictions, perceptions of polarization 
lead to different levels of trust in generalized others, trust in fellow citizens to do the 
right thing, and willingness to trust unfamiliar others in everyday situations.

Perceived polarization also impacts individual behavior associated with contrib-
uting to the common good, an important form of collective action. When donation to 
a charity was described as cooperation with other citizens, the rate of donation was 
highest among those whose perceived polarization was reduced, i.e., those whose 
belief in the goodwill of others was likely to have increased as a result. All the chari-
ties listed pursue public-good causes that benefit members of society at large. The 
matching offer made people reflect on whether most people would cooperate for the 
interests of the larger population, and those with improved social trust were most 
likely to cooperate and contribute.

Studies suggest that the offer to match donations does not itself automatically 
boost contributions (e.g., Huck & Rasul, 2011). What matters is one’s belief about 
the actions of others, which is the essence of social trust. Especially given an offer 
to match donations conditional on meeting a certain threshold of joint participa-
tion, such as the one used here, people take into account the likely behavior of oth-
ers when deciding whether to donate or not (see Gee & Schreck, 2018). My results 
demonstrate that perceptions of polarization play a consequential role in condition-
ing individual behavior for collective action and in society’s ability to produce chari-
table public goods.

Social trust is an “abstract preparedness to trust” others in general, extending 
beyond the boundaries of face-to-face interaction and personal settings (Stolle, 
2002, p. 403). In large, modern societies that depend greatly on interactions between 
strangers, social trust makes it easier for individuals with little personal familiarity 
to collaborate for productive exchange.

The scenarios asked about in my experiment, such as buying used items from 
someone online, riding with strangers, or lending goods to strangers, all tap into 
how comfortable one feels engaging with strangers in real-world contexts. Impor-
tantly, these contexts have close relevance to the activities that constitute the so-
called “sharing economy,” a rapidly growing market phenomenon in which access 
to goods and services is shared or exchanged between individuals, e.g., ride sharing, 
house sharing, trading, reselling, and freelance sourcing.

Social trust is fundamental to these kinds of exchanges and interactions. People 
must trust the platforms connecting users, but more importantly, they must trust 
each other. My study finds that people who perceive high polarization are more sus-
picious of strangers and will thus be less inclined to participate in these sharing and 
collaborative activities. This underlines the potentially far-reaching consequences 
of perceived polarization, including economic implications, and more broadly, the 
potential for socioeconomic collaboration.

My experiment is not without limitations. One is the inability to increase percep-
tions of polarization, possibly due to the ceiling effect. Future research could use 
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stronger manipulations, but given the high level of perceived polarization estab-
lished in the public’s minds, this may not be an easy task to accomplish. However, 
this experiment still offers a good test for identifying the causal effects of perceived 
polarization. Due to random assignment and the successful manipulation of signifi-
cantly lowering perceptions of polarization, any difference in social trust measures 
between the less-polarization condition and the other two conditions is attributable 
to different levels of perceived polarization—whether they are high, as is the case 
for most Americans today, or lowered. Furthermore, people in the more-polarization 
condition, whose perception of polarization was unchanged, behaved very similarly 
to those in the control condition; if their social trust levels had been different from 
those in the control, it would have indicated that something other than perceptions of 
polarization was responsible for the observed results. The fact that the more-polar-
ization treatment neither shifted perceived polarization nor affected any of the out-
come measures relative to the control bolsters my argument: perceptions of polariza-
tion cause changes in social trust.

Conclusion

Both of my panel survey and experimental results show that perceived polarization 
makes people less trusting of each other. Past research has documented the simi-
lar effects of social divisions based on racial/ethnic and economic differences, but 
my study provides new evidence that political divisions matter. More precisely, this 
study is the first to demonstrate that perceptions of political divisions can directly 
undermine Americans’ social trust. Perceived polarization has an effect independent 
of actual polarization, and its consequences reach further than previously recognized 
in the literature. Since the public is expected to maintain perceptions of a polarized 
country (Pew Research Center, 2019a), the adverse effects of perceived polarization 
on social trust are likely to prevail.

Perceived polarization changes how one views other members of society. In par-
ticular, it affects individuals’ judgments about the moral character of their fellow cit-
izens, which in turn influence their willingness to respect social norms and do good 
for society. Social trust is a belief in the expected actions of others and the expected 
consequences of others’ actions for our own well-being (Offe, 1999). Trusting others 
to act as honest and responsible citizens is important because it can affect one’s own 
behavior. In fact, the more trusting one is, the more likely they are to behaves as a 
good citizen themselves (Putnam, 2000; Uslaner, 2002).

Perceived polarization and the erosion of social trust present challenges for social 
cohesion. Low social trust may discourage people from doing good deeds and vol-
untarily contributing to society. If people believe that others cannot be trusted to do 
the right thing, they will be less willing to forgo their self-interests in favor of the 
collective. Social trust entails an expectation that others will do what is right and act 
for the common good (Neilson & Paxton, 2010). Why would anyone make a sac-
rifice for the common good if they believe others would not follow suit and would 
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instead take advantage of their good behavior? They may become more concerned 
with looking out for themselves than caring for the collective interest.

Today, this question seems more important than ever. Besides the COVID-19 
pandemic, the country is faced with a number of national challenges, including cli-
mate change, inequality, public health, etc., which require cooperation and collective 
action among citizens. If the public does not trust each other to do the right thing 
and is unwilling to put aside personal interests for the common good, the country 
will find it harder to achieve collective goals.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1007/ s11109- 022- 09787-1.
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