
COMMUNISM AND GENERALIZED TRUST

An Empirical Study



MOTIVATION

• Post-Communist countries are also 
developing and below their potential

• Communism affected not only 
economies, but also culture

• Inherited trust matters for growth

“Income per capita would have increased by 
69% in Russia … 30% in Yugoslavia, 29% in the 
Czech Republic, and 9% in Hungary had these 
countries inherited the same level of trust as 
Sweden” 

- Algan-Cahuc (2010)
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LITERATURE
• Trust matters for growth

– Algan and Cahuc (2010)
• Inherited trust has a causal impact on economic growth

– Nunn and Wantchekon (2011)
• Slave trade in Africa caused mistrust there

• Communism matters for preferences
– Alesina and Fuchs-Schündeln (2007)

• East Germans prefer pro-state intervention policies

– Heineck and Süssmuth (2012)
• East Germans exhibit higher level of social distrust and scepticism

• Trust in post-Communist countries is considered relatively low
– Rose et al. (1998), Rose-Ackerman (2001), Kornai et al. (2004), Bjornskov (2004) 

– Pop-Eleches and Tucker (2011)
• In post-Communist countries, the deficit of trust in democratic political parties exists but decreases over time

– Mishler and Rose (1997)
• Although not distrust, there is skepticism about institutions of civil society in post-Communist countries

– Pehlivanova (2009)
• Trust in government and formal institutions declined in post-Communist societies, but family ties and micronetworks

generate trust



RESEARCH QUESTION:
Does a history of Communist totalitarianism

decrease present-day level of generalized trust?



DATATrust
• Global Preferences Survey 2012

– 80,000 people in 76 countries, including 21 post-Communist

• World Values Survey 1981-2016
– 6 waves, 97 countries, including 30 post-Communist

• General Social Survey 1972-2018
– at least 24 countries of immigration to the USA

Comunism

• Map of Communism (HBS)
– Quantiative dataset

– 41 countries were Communist at some point in the period 1918-2013

• Communist Crimes by The Estonian Institute of Historical
Memory
– Qualitative dataset

– Overviews of key aspects of Communsit regimes in 48 countries

Key Control Variables

Current GDP 
Minimize the effect of  
backwardness of socialist
economies

The Gini Index
Minimize the effect of equality in 
socialist economies

V-Dem Electoral Democracy
Index 

Minimize the impact of post-Communist
regime types on trust

UN Trade with Russia
Minimize the effect of the Russian culture



Map of Communist Crimes. Source: http://communistcrimes.org/en/countries 



Map of Trust



EMPIRICAL STRATEGY: OVERVIEW

1. Country-Level Regression Analysis

2. Individual-Level Regression Analysis

3. Additional Analyses
– Algan-Cahuc (2010) Method of Obtaining Historical Data:

• For only a few countries: trust before, during, and after Communism

– Compare trust East Germany and West Germany

– Develop own Communism Index



FRAMEWORK AND ASSUMPTIONS

1. Effects of Communism in the past, not in the present
– Currently Communist countries (China, Vietnam, etc.) and “partly” post-

Communist countries (Germany, Yemen, etc.) excluded

– Few observations; results would be harder to interpret

2. Focus on Communist totalitarianisms
– Interested in effects of politicals systems on interpersonal trust

– Effects of socialist economies are controlled for

– Not a study of totalitarianism in general or of Communism in general

3. Focus on generalized trust, not on other forms of trust



THE REGRESSION MODELS

Country-level regression 
model:

Generalized Trustcountry

= Constant Term + θ Communismcountry + (Vector of Controls)country + Error Term

Individual-level regression 
model:

Generalized Trustindividual, country, year

= Constant Term + β Communismcountry, year

+ Fixed Effectscountry + Fixed Effectsyear + Error Term



COMMUNISM INDEX

• Based on the Communist Crimes dataset by The Estonian
Institute of Historical Memory

• Variables:
– Time Passed, in years

– Duration, in years

– Repressions, a factor variable
• 0 - few repressions

• 1 - mild repressions: mostly arrests

• 2 - medium repressions: mostly imprisonments 

• 3 - severe repressions: mostly executions

• Formula: Communism Index = duration * repressions - time passed



PRELIMINARY RESULTS



Years of Communism and GPS Trust Years of Communism and WVS Trust

all countries: r = -0.0555
post-Communist countries: r = -0.2864

all countries: r = 0.0863
post-Communist countries: r =  -0.0866

CORRELATIONS AND SIMPLE REGRESSIONS



UNDER CONTROLS, 
THE EFFECT IS NOT
SIGNIFICANT

Neither for all countries nor for 
post-Communist ones only.



LITTLE EVIDENCE
AT INDIVIDUAL
LEVEL



POTENTIAL HETEROGENEITY



POSSIBLE INTERPRETATION

• Reject the hypothesis
– The effect fades relatively quickly

– Affected only particularized trust, such as institutional trust

– Solidarity in hardship (e.g. post-WW2) could increase generalized trust

• Challenge the validity of the data
– Selection bias: lower willingness to share personal information

• the least trusting individuals prevented from accepting the survey about their 
personal values

• different from non-Communist countries, where information was less salient for trust



Questions? Comments?
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