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Natural experiments in the measurement of trust

Generalized social trust is an indicator of social capital, and is correlated with 

functioning in numerous life domains (work, health, income, relationships) and 

with subjective well-being. Given its importance for society, hundreds of surveys 

around the globe have included measures of generalized social trust in the past 

decades. However, the exact formulation of the question on trust and the response 

categories offered to participants in surveys varies between surveys. The high 

prevalence of the trust question in many surveys creates opportunities for social 

scientists to detect effects of item formulation and response format on the level 

of trust. Surveys fielded in the same period among the same target population but 

using different question wording and response scales pose natural experiments. 

Ideally, different variants used in surveys conducted among the same individual 

respondents within the same survey (within subjects), or randomly allocated to 

different respondents within the same survey (between subjects). In the absence 

of such experiments, which are extremely rare, a comparison of responses to sur-

veys conducted at the same time in the same country but using different item for-

mulations and response scales is a good alternative.

Using this design, we compare trust responses in the European Social Sur-

vey (ESS) with trust responses in other surveys conducted in the same years and 

countries. We do not test substantial predictions on correlates of trust. Neither do 

we test predefined hypotheses on methodological correlates. Our analysis is pure-

ly exploratory, and answers the following questions: What are the consequences 

of using the 11 point scale rather than other response formats for the level of trust 

reported by respondents? How do levels of trust at the country level measured in 

the ESS match levels of trust in other surveys using slightly different measures? 

To what extent is the ranking of countries on trust robust to the use of different 

response formats? What are the 11-point scale equivalents of the trusting and the 

distrusting responses in other formats?
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The ESS has adopted a scale similar to school grades in many countries rang-

ing from 0 to 10 to measure generalized social trust. The 0-10 response scale has 

been used in the ESS since its inaugural wave in 2002. The scale is different from 

the response options in the original measure of generalized social trust, which 

employs a forced-choice format. Respondents in the original measure are forced 

to choose between ‘most people can be trusted’ and ‘you cannot be too careful’. 

Still other surveys in Europe in the same years and countries have used 4 point 

scales as well as 5 point scales to measure trust.

Data and methods

To answer these questions, we conduct a mega-analysis relying on a dataset of 

harmonized trust responses from 648,359 respondents in 22 different surveys in 

31 countries, compiled by the Global Trust Research Consortium (GTRC, 2018). 

Mega-analysis is known in medicine as meta-analysis using individual patient data 

(Clarke & Stewart, 1997) and in psychology as integrative data analysis (Curran 

& Hussong, 2009). The analysis reported here does not use the full GTRC data-

base, currently containing about 3.8 million responses from 203 surveys in 165 

countries – https://globaltrustresearch.wordpress.com/status/). Our focus is on 

the countries covered by the European Social Survey. We compare responses to 

the question on generalized trust in the ESS data (n = 330,526) with responses 

in other surveys conducted in the same countries and years, but using different 

response scales (n = 317,833). ESS participants in six countries (Bulgaria, Estonia, 

Greece, Iceland, Italy, and Luxembourg) are excluded from the analyses because 

we have no other surveys available for these countries that include a measure of 

generalized social trust.

0-10 scale. Participants in the ESS responded to the following question: “Using 

this card, generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or that 

you can’t be too careful in dealing with people? Please tell me on a score of 0 to 

10, where 0 means you can’t be too careful and 10 means that most people can be 

trusted.” The card displayed the numbers 0 to 10, with the negative pole displayed 

on the left, aligned to the number 0, and the positive pole on the right, aligned to 10 

(see Figure A in the appendix). Participants were not actively offered other options, 

such as ‘don’t know’ or ‘it depends’. Other surveys in Europe in the same years and 

countries have used the classical forced choice format, 3 categories, 4 categories, 

and Likert-type scales ranging from 1 to 5. Table A in the appendix shows how we re-

coded these versions on a scale from 0 to 1 to be compatible with each other.

Forced choice. The forced choice format has been the default version of trust 

questions and is often found in UK surveys, such as the British Household Panel 

Survey.
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3 categories. A slightly different set of response categories involves the active 

offer of ‘It depends’ as a middle ground between ‘Most people can be trusted’ and 

‘Can’t be too careful’. The addition of the middle option results in a 3 categories, 

as in the German General Social Survey.

4 categories. The 2004 wave of the ISSP (Citizenship I) provides a good exam-

ple of this response format. The same question was asked as in the ESS, but four 

response options were offered: (1) ‘People can almost always be trusted’, (2) ‘Peo-

ple can usually be trusted’, (3) ‘You usually can’t be too careful in dealing with peo-

ple’, (4) ‘You almost always can’t be too careful in dealing with people’. Almost 

the same question was included in the British Social Attitudes survey conducted 

in 2004 and 2014.

1-5 Likert Scale. An example of this type is the 2006 wave of the ISSP (Role 

of Government IV). Participants were asked to what extent they agreed or disa-

greed with the statement “There are only a few people I can trust completely”, 

and were offered 5 options: ‘Strongly agree’, ‘Agree’, ‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 

‘Disagree’, ‘Strongly disagree’, as well as ‘Can’t choose’. In 2010, in contrast, the 

same question was asked as in the ESS, and only two labels were provided, but re-

sponse options were confined to 1 (‘You can’t be too careful’), 2, 3, 4, and 5 (‘Most 

people can be trusted’). The Netherlands Longitudinal Lifecourse Study (NELLS) 

also provided a 1-5 scale, running from ‘Strongly agree’, ‘Agree’, ‘Neither agree 

nor disagree’, ‘Disagree’, ‘Strongly disagree’, but no other options were provided, 

and two separate items were proposed to participants, one for the positive pole 

(‘most people can be trusted’) and one for the negative pole (‘you cannot be too 

careful in dealing with other people’). For the current analyses we used only the 

first, positive, item.

Table 1 provides details of the datasets used in the analyses. The trust re-

sponses in the other surveys were provided in the multinational ISSP surveys (n 

= 93,416), the Citizenship, Involvement and Democracy surveys for Spain and 

Sweden (n = 5,523), the German General Social Survey (n = 19,488), Understand-

ing Society (n = 23,823), Citizenship Survey (n = 31,883), the 1970 British Cohort 

Study (n = 9,841), the General Household Survey (n = 8,700), the British Social 

Attitudes Survey (n = 18,756), the Community Life Survey (n = 4,225), the National 

Child Development Survey (n = 9,790), the ONS Omnibus Survey (n = 1,710), the 

Taking Part Survey (n = 47,086), the Health Survey for England (n = 49,909), the 

Netherlands Longitudinal Lifecourse Study (n = 1,754), the Longitudinal Internet 

Studies for the Social Sciences (n = 25,429), the Netherlands Election Survey (n = 

4,530), Culturele Veranderingen (‘Cultural Changes’, n = 8,420), the Swedish Na-

tional Election Survey (n = 3,788), and the Latino Barometer Survey conducted in 

Spain (n = 12,405).



René Bekkers & Bart Sandberg100

Table 1 Datasets included in the analyses
Year Survey Scale Country N

2002

2004

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

2004

2006

2008

2010

2002

2002

2002

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

2010

2008

2010

2012

2004

2002

2004

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

2012

2008

2004

2006

2008

2010

2012

2002

2004

2006

2008

2010

2008

2010

2012

2014

2002

2006

2002

2004

2006

2008

2002

2002

2004

2006

2008

2010

European Social Survey (ESS)

European Social Survey (ESS)

European Social Survey (ESS)

European Social Survey (ESS)

European Social Survey (ESS)

European Social Survey (ESS)

European Social Survey (ESS)

ISSP

ISSP

ISSP

ISSP

Citizenship, Involvement, and Democracy (CID)

Citizenship, Involvement, and Democracy (CID)

German General Social Survey (GGSS)

German General Social Survey (GGSS)

German General Social Survey (GGSS)

German General Social Survey (GGSS)

German General Social Survey (GGSS)

German General Social Survey (GGSS)

Understanding Society

Citizenship Survey

Citizenship Survey

1970 British Cohort Study

General Household Survey

British Social Attitudes Survey

British Social Attitudes Survey

British Social Attitudes Survey

British Social Attitudes Survey

British Social Attitudes Survey

British Social Attitudes Survey

British Social Attitudes Survey

Community Life Survey

National Child Development Survey (NCDS)

ONS Omnibus Survey

Taking Part Survey

Taking Part Survey

Taking Part Survey

Taking Part Survey

Health Survey England

Health Survey England

Health Survey England

Netherlands Longitudinal Lifecourse Study (NELLS)

Netherlands Longitudinal Lifecourse Study (NELLS)

Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS)

Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS)

Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS)

Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS)

Netherlands Election Survey

Netherlands Election Survey

Culturele Veranderingen

Culturele Veranderingen

Culturele Veranderingen

Culturele Veranderingen

Swedish National Election Survey (SNES)

Latino Barometer Survey

Latino Barometer Survey

Latino Barometer Survey

Latino Barometer Survey

Latino Barometer Survey

0-10

0-10

0-10

0-10

0-10

0-10

0-10

1-4

1-5

1-4

1-5

0-10

0-10

1-3

1-3

1-3

1-3

1-3

1-3

0-1

1-3

1-3

0-1

0-1

0-1

1-5

0-1

0-1

0-1

0-1

1-5

0-1

0-1

1-3

0-1

0-1

0-1

0-1

0-1

0-1

0-1

1-5

1-5

0-10

0-10

0-10

0-10

0-1

0-1

0-1

0-1

0-1

0-1

0-10

0-1

0-1

0-1

0-1

0-1

Multinational

Multinational

Multinational

Multinational

Multinational

Multinational

Multinational

Multinational

Multinational

Multinational

Multinational

Spain

Sweden

Germany

Germany

Germany

Germany

Germany

Germany

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

UK

NL

NL

NL

NL

NL

NL

NL

NL

NL

NL

NL

NL

Sweden

Spain

Spain

Spain

Spain

Spain

11,063

34,171

31,117

46,663

24,208

7,089

7,228

22,538

22,375

34,429

14,074

4,252

1,271

2,820 

3,421

3,469

2,827

3,480

3,471

23,823

14,917

16,966

9,841

8,700

3,425

3,199

4,290

4,486

3,297

3,248

2,878

4,225

9,790

1,710

10,608

24,182

9,914

2,382

18,396

10,114

21,399

424

1,330

6,808

6,107

5,953

6,561

1,907

2,623

2,013

2,300

2,144

1,963

3,788

2,484

2,491

2,476

2,471

2,483
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Relying on these datasets, we conduct three sets of comparisons of trust re-

sponses. A first set compares trust responses on the 0-10 scale used in the ESS 

with responses from the same countries and the same years by respondents in 

different surveys that used different scales: the 0-1 forced choice format (n = 

141,692), the two forced choice options with a third category (n = 49,659), a 4 

category scale (n = 55,552), and a 1-5 Likert scale format (n = 39,521). The large 

numbers of respondents from the UK (n = 233,253 in 11 different surveys), and the 

Netherlands (n = 58,405 in four different surveys) provide the best opportunities 

to make within-country comparisons.

A second set compares trust responses on the 0-10 scale used in three other 

surveys than the ESS (n = 37,024: the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social 

Sciences from the Netherlands (2008-2014), the Citizenship, Involvement and 

Democracy survey in 2002 (Spain: n = 4,252; Sweden: n = 1,271) and the Swedish 

National Election Study in 2002, n = 3,788) with responses from the same coun-

tries in the same years in the ESS (n = 42,166).

A third set of comparisons does not involve ESS data, but sheds more light 

on the effects of response scales. In this set we compare trust responses given 

by respondents within the same survey on different scales. We found three such 

within-survey natural experiments. The first experiment is within subjects. The 

Figure 1 Trust responses in the ESS using a 0-10 response format (all years and 
countries, n = 330,526)
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Citizenship, Involvement and Democracy survey in Spain asked participants to 

make a choice between ‘Most can be trusted’ and ‘Never too careful’, as well as 

to give a response on a 0-10 scale, where the extremes were labeled ‘Can’t be too 

careful’ and ‘Most can be trusted’. The second experiment is between subjects in 

different years. ISSP surveys used a 4-point scale in 2004 and 2008, but a 5-point 

scale in 2006 and 2010. The third experiment is also between subjects in different 

years. The British Social Attitudes Survey used the forced choice format in most 

years, except for 2004 and 2014, when a 5 point scale was used.

Results

Peculiarities in the distribution of trust responses in different surveys

Figure 1 displays the distribution of responses to the trust question on the 11-point 

scale in the ESS and a normal curve based on the mean (4.95) and standard devi-

ation (2.48). We see that 5, 7, and 8 are the most popular responses, more popu-

lar than expected based on the normal distribution. The 0 response is also more 

popular than expected. We find lower than expected numbers of respondents 

choosing 4, 6, 9 and 10.

Figure 2 displays the distribution of responses in Sweden and the Netherlands 

to the trust question on the 11-point scale in the ESS and in the other surveys 

in these countries conducted in the same years, the Swedish National Election 

Survey (SNES, 2002) and the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sci-

ences in the Netherlands (LISS, 2008-2014). In the ESS data for Sweden and the 

Netherlands 7 is more popular than the midpoint and about equally popular as 

8. The distribution in the other surveys is more skewed, with the midpoint being 

less popular in the other surveys than in the ESS. Instead of the midpoint, larger 

proportions of respondents in the other surveys are choosing 0 and 7. These dif-

ferences are striking and cannot be explained by item formulation and response 

scale differences: the three surveys asked exactly the same question, and offered 

exactly the same response scale to survey participants.

Figure 3 shows the distribution of trust responses to the 1-4 and 1-5 scales 

used in other surveys than the ESS. Assuming equidistance between the response 

categories, the responses have been rescaled to a 0-1 scale. We see a markedly 

different distribution in responses on the 1-4 scale (light grey bars) than on the 

1-5 scale (dark grey bars). The distribution on the 1-4 scale is approximately nor-

mal, with most participants scoring either 2 or 3 (0.33 and 0.66 on the 0-1 con-

tinuum), in about equal proportion. Of the extreme options, 1 (rescaled to 0) is 

three times more popular than 4 (rescaled to 1). On the 1-5 scale, however, we see 

that the distribution is concentrated below the midpoint, with more than a third 
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Figure 2 Trust responses in the ESS in Sweden and the Netherlands (n = 4,354), in 
the Swedish National Election Survey (SNES) and in the LISS surveys (the 
Netherlands) using a 0-10 response format (n = 28,540)
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Figure 3 Distribution of trust on 1-4 (n = 55,552) and 1-5 scales (n = 39,521)
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choosing 2 (0.25 on the 0-1 continuum), and another 22% choosing 1 (rescaled to 

0). While the 1-5 scale has not been used in all countries, it is unlikely that country 

effects are causing the difference with the 1-4 scale distribution. The countries for 

which 1-5 scale responses are missing – Turkey, Ukraine, Slovakia, Croatia. Aus-

tria, and Israel – are not high trust countries. The regressions below (see Table 3) 

using country fixed effects show that the 1-5 scale format does indeed reduce the 

reported level of trust. Figure 4 displays the average score for trust in the 25 ESS 

countries in all 22 surveys.

Figure 4 Average trust scores per country by response format

Focusing on the ESS respondents first, we see the familiar pattern that trust is 

highest in the Scandinavian countries, with the Netherlands in fourth place and 

Switzerland ranking fifth. The bottom half of the ranking is dominated by Eastern 

European countries, with Portugal and respondents in Turkey being least trusting.

The score on the 11 point scale used in the ESS is typically higher than the score 
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on other response scales. The scores on the forced choice format are lower for 

all countries in the analysis, particularly for Germany. The 1-5 scale and 1-4 scale 

also yield lower scores in most countries, particularly the 1-5 scale. The score for 

Ireland on the 1-5 scale (0.249) is even less than half of the score on the 0-10 scale 

used in the ESS (0.559).

Table 2 Rank order of countries
11 ESS 11 other 1-4 1-5 0-1

Norway

Finland

Sweden

Netherlands

Switzerland

Ireland

Czech Republic

United Kingdom

Israel

Austria

Belgium

Spain

Germany

Lithuania

Cyprus

France

Croatia

Slovenia

Hungary

Slovakia

Russia

Ukraine

Poland

Portugal

Turkey

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

-

-

1

2

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

3

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

1

7

3

6

4

8

10

9

20

5

14

13

11

-

23

15

22

19

12

16

17

2

21

18

24

6

4

1

2

7

14

9

5

-

-

3

11

10

8

-

13

-

15

18

-

12

-

16

17

-

-

-

-

1

-

-

-

3

-

-

-

4

2

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Correlation with rank order in ESS

Correlation with rank order on 1-4 scale 

Correlation with rank order on 1-5 scale

1.00 .67 .92

.70

.40

.80

.80

Several other countries in Figure 4 stand out with a large difference between the 

ESS score and the scores for other scale formats, such as Norway and Hungary. 

Remarkably, ISSP participants in the Ukraine and Hungary have a higher trust 

score on a 1-4 scale than the ESS participants in these countries on the 0-10 scale. 

In contrast, several other countries display systematically smaller differences in 

the scores responding to different scales. Participants in Austria, Slovakia, the 

Netherlands, Belgium and Sweden behave very similarly in surveys with different 

response formats.
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Rank order stability in countries across different formats

Despite the occasionally large discrepancies between responses to different scale 

formats, the rank order of countries is rather similar when different scales are 

used (see Table 2). The correlation of the 11-point scale score in the ESS with the 

1-4- and 1-5-scale scores is .67 and .92, respectively. Compared to the scores in the 

ESS, Ukraine and Israel score higher on a 1-4 scale, while Belgium scores higher 

on a 1-5 scale, and Ireland lower. The correlation between the ranking of countries 

on the 1-4 scale and the 1-5 scale is not perfect (.70), but still high.

Trust is higher when a 0-10 response scale format is used

Results of regression analyses including country fixed effects reported in Table 3 

reveal that trust responses in the ESS are markedly higher than trust responses 

in other surveys. The first column shows that the ESS scores are on average .092 

higher, about 22% higher than the baseline of .411.

The results in the second column show that the 0-10 response scale format is re-

sponsible for most of the difference. Respondents in surveys using a forced choice 

format have a trust score that is about 25% lower than respondents (-.133 / .502) 

who reported on a 0-10 scale. The 1-5 scale also results in trust scores that are about 

25% lower than on a 0-10 scale. The 1-4 scale reduces trust much less, by about 

8%. Controlling for response scale, however, ESS respondents still report a slightly 

higher level of trust (2%) than respondents in other surveys that use a 0-10 format.

The data from the CID participants in Spain displayed in Figure 5 provide 

another illustration of the negative influence of the forced choice format. The 

same participants responded to the statement about trust both in a forced choice 

format as well as on a 0-10 scale. The mean level of trust in the 0-1 format is 0.291 

(29.1% reported ‘most people can be trusted’), while the 0-10 format rescaled 

to 0-1 yields an average of 0.467. This difference (-.176, 38% lower than the 0-10 

score) is somewhat larger than in the analysis above.

Figure 5 also provides a hint about why the forced choice format lowers trust. 

Among those choosing ‘never too careful’ we find that the midpoint on the 0-10 

scale is the most popular response. A further 16% chooses a number above 5. Only 

a slight majority (57%) chooses a number below the midpoint. In other words, if 

forced to choose between trust and distrust, people who would otherwise have 

taken a middle ground choose distrust. More than three quarters of respondents 

at the midpoint on the 0-10 scale choose ‘never too careful’ in the forced choice 

format.
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Table 3 Regression analyses of trust responses on survey source, response scale, and year
ESS Response scale Year Year by scale

ESS case

Forced choice

3 categories

1-4 scale

1-5 scale

Year since 2002

Forced * Year

1-3 scale * Year

1-4 scale * Year

1-5 scale * Year

.092

(.001)

.009

(.002)

-.133

(.003)

-.104

(.003)

-.042

(.003)

-.129

(.003)

.012

(.002)

-.124

(.003)

-.101

(.003)

-.034

(.003)

-.125

(.003)

.003

(.000)

.012

(.002)

-.162

(.003)

-.122

(.005)

-.025

(.004)

-.265

(.005)

.001

(.000)

.009

(.000)

.004

(.001)

-.003

(.001)

.024

(.001)

Constant .411

(.001)

.502

(.002)

.479

(.002)

.492

(.002)

Country level variance

Number of respondents

Number of countries

Country fixed effects

.075

648,359

31

Yes

.076

648,359

31

Yes

.076

648,359

31

Yes

.076

648,359

31

Yes

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

10. Most can be trusted

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

0. Can't be too careful

Most can be trusted

Never too careful

Figure 5 Distribution of trust responses on a 0-10 scale in Spain by responses in a 
forced choice format (CID, 2002, n = 4,061)
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Trends in trust vary with response scale format

The results in the final column of Table 3 show that year trends in trust are differ-

ent depending on the scale used to measure trust. As we include interactions with 

the other scale formats, the main effect for year represents the time trend among 

respondents on a 0-10 scale, which is slightly positive (.003). The trend is more 

positive for participants responding in a forced choice format, and especially so 

for participants responding on a 1-5 scale.

Table 4 provides further evidence that response scales alter trust responses. In 

the British Social Attitudes survey, two editions measured trust in a forced choice 

format. In these editions, the level of trust was about 15% lower than in the editi-

ons that used a 1-5 scale. In contrast to the pattern for other countries in which a 

forced choice format has been used, the year trend in the BSA is less positive than 

in the ESS surveys for the UK. An analysis of 0-10 surveys fielded in the Nether-

lands reveals that the year trend in the ESS was less positive than in other surveys.

Table 4 Year trends in trust in the UK and the Netherlands according to the ESS and 
other surveys

UK NL

ESS BSA All ESS Other 
0-10

All

Year .002

(.000)

.001

(.001)

.001

(.001)

.002

(.000)

.008

(.000)

.008

(.000)

Forced choice -.073

(.011)

-.073

(.008)

---

ESS case .042

(.011)

.054

 (.005)

ESS * year .001

(.001)

-.005

(.001)

Constant .513

(.003)

.472

(.013)

.513

(.005)

.572

(.003)

.518

(.003)

.518

(.003)

Number of respondents 15,625 10,194 25,819 13,488 43,823 57,311

 
Country level variance is affected by response scale format

Finally, Table 5 shows that response scales do not only affect year trends, but also 

the magnitude of country level variance. When the ISSP was fielded in a 1-4 scale 

format, the country level variance was much larger (15%) than when it was fielded 

in a 1-5 scale format (9%). Note that in the ISSP editions that used the 1-5 scale, 

the country level variance was smaller than in the 0-10 format used in the ESS 

(14%). Also note that the country level variance is not linearly correlated with the 
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number of countries in the analysis: the ISSP edition that used the 1-4 scale had 

only 24 countries, while the ESS included 31 countries.

Table 5 Year trends, response scale format and country level variance in the ISSP and 
the ESS

ISSP ESS

1-4 1-5 All 0-10

Year -.002

(.001)

.032

(.001)

-.002

(.001)

.001

(.000)

1-5 scale -.291

(.005)

---

1-5 scale * year .035

(.001)

---

Constant .457

(.003)

.173

(.005)

.456

(.003)

.489

(.001)

Country level variance .149 .086 .137 .140

Number of respondents 55,552 35,483 91,035 330,526

Number of countries 24 18 25 31

Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes

 
Conclusion and discussion

Surveys using a 0-10 scale to measure trust yield scores that are considerably 

higher than surveys using other scale formats. The result is consistent with two 

published experiments comparing the 1-5 scales with scales including more 

response options. A first study consistent with our findings, among 301 students 

and 751 clients of taxi drivers in Australia (Dawes, 2002), found higher scores 

and more variance on a 0-10 scale than on a 1-5 scale. A second consistent study 

(Darbyshire & McDonald, 2004), among 400 clients of telecom firms in Australia, 

showed that the same respondents scored lower on a verbal 1-5 scale (poor, fair, 

good, very good, excellent) than on an unlabeled 0-10 scale included later in the 

same survey. A third study, on quality of 466 patient experiences in hospitals in 

Norway (Garratt, Helgeland & Gulbrandsen, 2011), is not exactly comparable 

because it tested 1-5 ‘all-point-defined’ scales against 1-10 (rather than a 0-10) 

‘end-point-defined’ scales. The result of the experiment, however, is consistent 

with our results, as the 1-10 scale produced higher and more skewed average 

scores than the 1-5 scale. A fourth study (Leung, 2011) on self-esteem among 13-18 

year old students in Macau, yielded findings that are inconsistent with ours. 0-10 

scale scores were similar to 1-5 scores, but more normally distributed.

Our analyses do not include individual respondent characteristics. This leaves 

the possibility that some of the differences in trust we reported may be due to 
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compositional differences between the samples. To control for this possibility, 

we plan to add a set of individual respondent characteristics, including gender, 

age, and education, for which harmonized measures are available. We expect 

that compositional effects do not explain the higher level of trust observed in 

the ESS. Generalized social trust is likely to be related to participation in surveys. 

The sampling and fieldwork procedures of the ESS are well documented and of 

high quality. It is likely that the ESS outperformed other surveys in contacting 

and convincing participants, with better coverage of population segments with 

below average scores on trust as a result. If this line of reasoning is correct, it is 

likely that inclusion of individual respondent characteristics only exacerbates the 

difference between trust responses in the ESS and the other surveys.

Nevertheless, inclusion of individual respondent characteristics is useful 

because it will allow us to answer the question to what extent correlates of trust 

vary with the properties of the measurement of trust by adding interactions of 

respondent characteristics with survey and item characteristics. It is important 

to check whether the level of trust drops more strongly as a result of the forced 

choice format in some categories of respondents than in others.

When compositional effects are excluded, it is possible to conduct a 

correspondence analysis (Riquier, Kennedy and Sharp, 1996) to compute 

Euclidean distances between the response options in various scales. This 

technique allows researchers to convert scores obtained in different scales to 

each other. Correspondence analysis is an important next step for the analysis 

of harmonized survey data. The analysis assumes cross-country measurement 

equivalence. This assumption has been tested and validated for the ESS itself 

(Van der Veld & Saris, 2011).

The key question that we are left with is why reported trust levels are higher 

when the 0-10 scale format is used rather than a forced choice format. The higher 

level of trust is not so much a result of survey mode, because it appears in both 

face-to-face surveys as well as in online surveys.

Figure 6 displays a scatter plot of the ‘0-10 gap’ by the level of trust. The 

discrepancy between the 0-10 trust score and the average trust score in other 

formats becomes smaller (r = -.47) as the 0-10 trust score is higher. The correlation 

is smaller when excluding Ukraine and Austria (r = -.15), but still negative. 

If we assume that the pattern that we observed in Spain (see Figure 5) can be 

generalized to other countries, participants in less trusting countries could be 

driving the 0-10 gap by choosing a midpoint to reflect their distrust, rather than 

a value between 0 and 4. In high trust countries the alignment between trust 

scores in different formats is somewhat smaller. This interpretation goes against 

the conceptualization of trust as a collective norm.
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Another more speculative interpretation is that the gap is related to the preva-

lence of right-handedness in a country. The higher score on the 0-10 scale could 

represent a preference for the right-hand side of a page or a screen on which the 

question is asked. The ESS uses a card (see Figure A in Appendix A) that could 

give participants the opportunity to prefer the right side of the card. A minority 

of Europeans is left-handed, but the size of this minority differs considerably be-

tween countries (McManus, 2009).

In contrast to the speculation, however, Figure 7 shows that the 0-10 gap in-

creases with the prevalence of left-handedness (r = .26), albeit not very strongly. 

So if anything, the pattern at the country level suggests that left-handedness of 

countries is related to a larger discrepancy between the trust score in a 0-10 for-

mat and in other formats. Whether this relation holds up in a more adequate test 

remains to be seen. We plan to estimate multi-level models including country and 

individual characteristics to conduct further tests of speculations about correlates 

of the 0-10 gap.

We can rule out the interpretation that the 0-10 scale generates higher scores 

because a midpoint is offered. Previous studies (Velez and Ashworth (2007); 

O’Muircheartaigh (1999)) have found that scales offering a midpoint yield higher 

scores than scales that do not offer a midpoint. In our analyses, however, the 0-10 

gap with the 1-4 scale is smaller than with the 1-5 scale, despite the fact that the 

1-4 scale does not offer a midpoint while the 1-5 scale does.

Echoing but not citing Converse and Presser (1986), Abascal and Díaz de 

Rada (2014) suggest that the midpoint is the default choice for participants who 

‘are reluctant to think about the issue at hand or express their opinion of it in 

Figure 6 Differences between trust scores on a 0-10 scale and other formats at the 
country level (n = 25)
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front of the interviewer’. These suggestions could be tested in various ways. The 

suggestion on cognitive effort leads to the prediction that the popularity of the 

midpoint decreases with the level of education. Following Krosnick (1999), it can 

be hypothesized that respondents exerting less cognitive effort are more likely 

to satisfice, assuming that higher educated respondents display more cognitive 

effort in survey participation. Marsh (2013) provides evidence that midpoint 

responses decrease with cognitive effort. The suggestion on social desirability 

leads to the prediction that surveys administered in the presence of others contain 

more midpoint responses.

We conclude with a call for the extension of this research to other domains: 

generalized social trust is not the only concept that is measured on a 0-10 scale in 

social surveys. Satisfaction with life and happiness, and social attitudes such as 

religiosity, immigration, and left-right political self-placement are also measured 

on a 0-10 scale in the ESS, while other surveys have used other formats.

Figure 7 Differences between trust scores on a 0-10 scale and prevalence of left-
handedness (n = 19)
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Table A – Recoding
We use the formula of Preston and Colman (2000): (rating – 1)/(number of response categories – 1).

Forced choice 3 categories 4 categories 5 categories 11 categories

Original Re Original Re Original Re Original Re Original Re

1. Cannot be too 

careful

0 1. Cannot be 

too careful

0 1. People can 

almost always be 

trusted

0 1. Disagree 

completely

0 0. Cannot be 

too careful

0

2. Most people can 

be trusted

1 2. It depends 0,5 2. People can 

usually be trusted

0,33 2. Disagree 0,25 1 0.1

3. Most people 

can be trusted

1 3. You usually can’t 

be too careful in 

dealing with people

0,67 3. Neither 

disagree, 

nor agree

0,5 2 0.2

4. You almost 

always can’t be too 

careful in dealing 

with people

1 4. Agree 0,75 3 0.3

5. Agree 

completely

1 4 0.4

5 0.5

6 0.6

7 0.7

8 0.8

9 0.9

10 1.0

Table B – Year trends and country level variance by response format
ESS 0-10 Other 0-10 1-3 1-4 1-5 0-1

Year

Constant

Country level variance

Number of respondents

Number of countries

Country fixed effects

.001

(.000)

.489

(.001)

.140

330,526

31

Yes

-.002

(.001)

.604

(.004)

.172

31,501

3

Yes

.005

(.001)

.405

(.002)

.001

49,659

2

Yes

-.002

(.001)

.457

(.003)

.149

55,552

24

Yes

.023

(.001)

.238

(.004)

.097

39,521

18

Yes

.008

(.000)

.345

(.002)

.160

141,692

4

Yes

Figure A – Card used in the ESS to measure generalized trust
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