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Introduction

The judicial system is a founda-
tional democratic institution that

is charged with the legal protection
of citizens and their rights. Recent
events in the United States regard-
ing inequalities and the judicial sys-
tem have sparked social movements
and inspired debate on the relation-
ship between disadvantaged groups
and the judicial system’s tendency
towards justice or, in some cases,
injustice. There is a well-established
literature on demographic and
attitudinal correlates of trust in in-
stitutions, especially in the United
States with its long-serving system
of laws (Levi & Stoker 2000). This
literature finds that the economi-
cally advantaged are more likely to
trust the judicial system than the
disadvantaged (Levi & Stoker 2000;
Smith 2010). While there is a large
international literature on trust in
institutions, there is very little on
trust in the judicial system, specif-
ically. In the context of the Central
and Eastern Europe (CEE), with its
relatively recent institutionalization

of democratic law, the association
between demographics and po-
litical attitudes on one side of the
equation, and trust in the judiciary
on the other, is not well-established.
The main research question of this
project is, “To what extent does
economic situation and political
attitudes influence individual trust
in Poland’s judicial system

I examine this question in
the context of Poland. One of the
largest countries in Europe, and the
largest of the CEE, Poland had a
Communist government from the
end of World War Two until 1989.
Poland continues to experience
radical social change: In addition
to the upheavals of 1989, the rush
to European Union accession in
2004, and the late lustration poli-
cies of 2005-2007, the judicial and
other governance institutions went
through major reforms. In 2015,
Law and Justice (PiS), a populist
Catholic nationalist political party
which was last in power during the
2005-2007 period, sought to change
the laws that govern the operation
of the constitutional courts . These

changes to the judicial system have
sparked mass demonstrations and
a rebuke from the European Union
that Poland is slipping away from
its democratic ideals .

To address my research
question, and to meaningfully add
to the debates on economic situa-
tion, political attitudes, and trust in
the judicial system, I have analyzed
the Polish Panel Survey, POLPAN,
a nationally representative panel
dataset of Poles who were inter-
viewed every five years since 1988.
I focused on the 2008 and 2013
waves. These years cover the lon-
gest period of political stability in
Poland’s post-Communist histo-
ry: Civic Platform, a centre-right
political party that promotes the
European Union, globalization and
free markets, held the majority in
parliament from 2007 to 2015.

Theory and Hypotheses

I engage with theories of institu-
tional development, trust in institu-
tions, and social stratification. In-
stitutional development is the idea
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that institutions evolve through
time: major changes are in terms of
function, whether the new institu-
tion has been constructed over top
of the old, or if the institution loses
its relevance to society (Murillo and
Levitzky 2009). Murillo and Lev-
itzky (2009) argue that new institu-
tions can be weakly enforced, and
as such the masses can question
the validity of the rule of law. This,
in turn, breeds uncertainty and

an erosion of trust in institutions .
Corruption, or the appearance of
corruption, matters, too. Rothstein
and Uslaner (2005) argue that,
“Countries that start out with high
levels of inequality and corrupt
governments will be caught in a vi-
cious circle or ‘inequality trap’ (45).
After 1989, Poland built its judicial
system based on Western European
standards, but it developed in the
post-Communist context of radical
changes and deep distrust in gov-
ernment and its system of laws.

I focus on two major correlates of
trust in the judicial system. One is
economic situation. On the topic of
economic disadvantage and trust,
Smith (2010), argues that disad-
vantaged members of society trust
less because they perceive, and are
likely to experience, discrimination
across multiple institutions, in-
cluding that of the judicial system.
The other correlate is trust in other
political institutions. Nannestad
(2008) argues that trusting one in-
stitution can lead to the growth and
prosperity of others.

Mishler and Rose (2001) showed
that 48 percent of Poles included

in their survey distrust the courts.
The rest of the survey respondents
were relatively split between trust-
ing the courts (28 percent), and
neither trusting nor distrusting, i.e.
neutral (23 percent). Corruption,

or the appearance of corruption,
can influence trust in the judicial
system, too (Toma 2015). Countries
with the highest aggregate corrup-
tion levels were found to suffer the
lowest levels of aggregate trust in
institutions, and those countries
with low government performance
most frequently experienced lower
levels of trust (Sullivan and Transue
1999; Armingeon and Guthmann
2014; Rothstein & Uslaner 2005; see
also Czarnota and Krygier 2006).
Mishler and Rose’s (2001) survey
used a seven point Likert Scale
measuring from strong distrust on
one end of the spectrum, to strong
trust on the other—-similar to the
format of the POLPAN question-
naire. As Mishler and Rose (2001:
38) argue: “When there are major
dislocations in society, however,
especially when accompanied by
fundamental changes in social

and political institutions such as
have occurred in post-Communist
societies, then political trust will be
relatively volatile, and cultural and
institutional theories can provide
very different, even contradictory,
predictions about political trust.”
Mishler and Rose (2001) argued
that attitudes toward the success of
government policies and the char-
acter of political institutions, along
with one’s life experiences with the
institution, are also correlated with
trust in political. Armingeon and
Guthmann (2014) included infor-
mation from 26 European coun-
tries; of those countries, Poland
ranked 25th in regards to coun-
try-level satisfaction with democ-
racy, and 26th in regards to trust
in parliament. Poland’s economy
has grown in the past few decades,
and a significant number of those
surveyed in the past felt favorably
towards it.

I posit the following hypotheses for
Poland during 2008 to 2013:

Hypothesis 1: Advantaged social
classes express greater trust in the
judicial system than disadvantaged
classes, controlling for age, gender,
religion and trust in political insti-
tutions.

Hypothesis 2: Those with high trust
in the judicial system are also likely
to have high trust in parliament
and political parties, controlling for
social class, age, gender and reli-
gion.

Hypothesis 3: Those who perceive
that the government has a positive
impact on corruption will be more
likely to have high trust in judicial
system, controlling for social class,
age, gender, religion, and trust in
political institutions.

Data, Variables and Methods

POLPAN is a panel survey of Poles
that began in 1988. Respondents
were re-interviewed every five
years thereafter. The latest wave of
responses was collected in 2013
(for details on the survey, see
Slomczynski et al 2015). I use the
2008 and 2013 waves. POLPAN
contains data on various aspects of
human social life, including those
pertinent to this study: economic
situation, trust in institutions, po-
litical attitudes and demographics
such as gender, age, and education.
My primary dependent
variable is trust in the judicial
system, measured with the item, “I
will list various institutions. Please
indicate to what extent you have
trust in them: justice system.” The
response categories range from “to

a very high extent” (5) to “very little
or not at all” (1). For the purpose of
this research, the phrase “judicial
system” will encompass the func-
tion and motives of the phrase “jus-
tice system”. The main independent
variables are economic situation
and political attitudes. For econom-
ic situation, I will use an objective
indicator, combining respondent’s
years of education and a measure of
the frequency of privileged respon-
dents in the 2008 wave of POLPAN.
I will also include a subjective indi-
cator of economic situation, which
is that of respondent’s self-ranked
social status on a 10-point scale.

I include three types of
political attitude variables. First, I
include trust in other institutions,
including trust in parliament and in
political parties. Second, I include
perception of government effective-
ness against corruption, with the
item: “Many countries experience
such problems as unemployment
and corruption. Do you evaluate
the effectiveness of actions under-
taken by the current Polish govern-
ment towards reducing corruption
as very high, somewhat high, av-
erage, somewhat low or very low?”
Third, I have included a measure
of confidence in the government,
through respondent’s evaluation of
the phrase: “In Poland, there has yet
been no government which could
be trusted to undertake the right
actions”. In addition, I have includ-
ed the control variables gender, age,
and religiosity (frequency of attend-
ing Church services).

Results
Table 2 illustrates the strength and

direction of the relationship be-
tween these selected variables and

the dependent variable, trust in the
judicial system. Only lack of confi-
dence in the government, subjective
social status, and age proved to be
significant at p<0.05, and a confi-
dence interval of 95 percent. Age
has the strongest relationship with
trust in the judicial system. Table

3 was used as a mechanism to test
hypothesis 1, that advantaged social
classes express greater trust in the
judicial system than disadvantaged
classes, controlling for age, gen-
der, religion and trust in political
institutions. Because there was no
statistically significant correlation
found to exist between privileged
social class and trust in the judicial
system, the variable has not been
included in any subsequent tables.
The model represented by Table 3
shows us that only 6.1 percent of
the variance in trust in the judicial
system can be accredited to the
selected independent variables, and
that age has the strongest impact on
trust in the judicial system. I found
that older respondents are less like-
ly to trust the judicial system than
younger respondents. In addition,
we can reject the null hypothesis
that advantaged social classes ex-
press the same level of trust in the
judicial system as disadvantaged
classes.

In terms of our initial measure of
advantage, subjective social status,
hypothesis 1 cannot be rejected:
The greater the subjective level of
privilege, the greater the trust in the
judicial system, controlling for lack
of confidence in the government,
gender, years of education, age,

and religiosity. Similarly, we can
surmise from this same data that
those that are economically disad-
vantaged will trust less. Interesting-
ly, years of education is negatively
related to trust in the judicial sys-

tem: as education increases, trust
decreases, ceteris paribus.

Table 4 informs us that
there is a moderate positive rela-
tionship between trust in political
parties, trust in European Parlia-
ment and trust in the judicial sys-
tem: as trust in political parties and
European Parliament increase, trust
in the judicial system will increase,
as well. The model presented in
Table 5 is meant to test hypothe-
sis 3, in which 12.6 percent of the
variance in the dependent variable
can be explained by these selected
independent variables. Table 5 illus-
trates that the stronger the belief
that the government can influence
the level of corruption, the greater
the level of trust they will have in
the judicial system.

Conclusion and Discussion

This article examines the
relationship between economic sit-
uation, political attitudes, and trust
in the judicial system. Hypothesis
1, that advantaged social classes
express greater trust in the judicial
system than disadvantaged classes,
controlling for age, gender, religion
and trust in political institutions, is
empirically supported. Hypothesis
2, that those with high trust in the
judicial system are also likely to
have high trust in parliament and
political parties, also has empirical
support. Hypothesis 3 proposes
that those who perceive that the
government has a positive impact
on corruption will be more likely
to have a high level of trust in the
judicial system, and this, too, is
empirically supported.

Tables 3 and 5 were most
surprising in terms of the strength
of the variables and their influence
on trust in the judicial system. In
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Table 3, years of education was one
of the most significant variables. In
Table 5, when the influence of the
government on corruption is con-
sidered, years of education becomes
the least significant variable; it is
unclear why this is the case. In both
models, age was shown to have the
greatest impact; as age increases,
trust decreases. Further research
regarding the relationship between
age and political trust is needed.
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Appendix & Tables

Table 1: Recoding Variables

Trust in the Judicial System (2013):
recode E05C (9=.)

recode E05C (1=5) (2=4) (3=3)
(3.1=3.1) (4=2) (5=1), gen
(trustj13)

label var trustj13 “1=Very Low
Degree 2=Low Degree 3=Average
Degree 3.1=DK 4=High Degree
5=Very High Degree”

Lack of Confidence in the Govern-
ment (2008):

recode VMO02A (9=.) (1=5) (2=4)
(3=3) (8=3.1) (4=2) (5=1), gen
(nogovtrust08)

label var nogovtrust08 “1=Disagree
Strongly 2=Disagree Somewhat
3=Neutral 4=Somewhat Agree
5=Strongly Agree “

Privileged Social Class (2008):
recode Clss3cat2008 (1 2 =0) (3=1),
gen (spriv08)

label var spriv08 “1=Privileged
0=Neutral & Disadvantaged”

Subjective Social Status (2008):
rename VSUBJ_STATUSO8 status-
subj08

label var statussubj08 “1= Lowest
10=Highest”

Years of Education (2008) :
Did not recode

Gender:

Did not recode
Respondent’s Age (2013):
Did not recode

Religiosity (2008):

recode VW21 (98=.) (1=0) (2=1)
(3=2) (4=3), gen (mass08)

label var mass08 “O=Never 1=Once
a month or less frequently 2=Be-
tween once a month and once a
week 3=About once a week or more
than once a week”

Influence of the Government on
Corruption (2013):

recode C04B (9 -1=.) (1=5) (2=4)
(3 8=3) (4=2) (5=1), gen (govcol3)
label var govcol3 “1=Very Low
2=Rather Low 3=Average 4=Rather
High 5=Very High”

Trust in Political Parties (2013):
recode E05D (1=5) (2=4) (3=3)
(8=3.1) (9=.) (4=2) (5=1), gen
(trustppl3)

label var trustpp13 “1=Very Low
Degree 2=Low Degree 3=Average
Degree 3.1=DK 4=High Degree
5=Very High Degree”

Trust in European Parliament
(2013):

recode EO5E (9=.) (1=5) (2=4)
(3=3) (8=3.1) (4=2) (5=1), gen
(trustepl3)

label var trustep13 “1=Very Low
Degree 2=Low Degree 3=Average
Degree 3.1=DK 4=High Degree
5=Very High Degree”

Table 2: Correlation of Trust in the
Judicial System (2013) with Lack
of Confidence in the Government
(2008), Subjective Social Status
(2008), Years of Education (2008),
Gender, Age (2013), Religiosity
(2008)

pwcorr trustjl3 nogovtrust08 sta-
tussubj08 Eduyrs08 sex AGE2013
mass08, sig obs

Table 3: Linear Regression of Trust
in the Judicial System in 2013 on
Lack of Confidence in the Govern-
ment in 2008 and Other Selected
Variables

regress trustj13 nogovtrust08 sta-
tussubj08 Eduyrs08 sex AGE2013
mass08, vce(robust) beta

Table 4: Partial correlation of Trust
in the Judicial System (2013) with
Trust in Political Parties (2013) and
Trust in the European Parliament
(2013)

pceorr trustjl3 trustppl3 trustep13

Table 5: Linear Regression of Trust
in the Judicial System (2013) on
Influence of the Government on
Corruption (2013) and Other Se-
lected Variables

regress trustjl13 govcol3 nogov-
trust08 statussibj08 Eduyrs08 sex

AGE2013 mass08, vce(robust) beta
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