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Abstract

In 2019, an online survey of 2,015 Australian residents examined the extent of trust of
various groups and institutions. A Latent Class Analysis (LCA] of the results generated

a typology of trust in Australia. The LCA uncovered four classes based on levels of trust
as well as associated demographic profiles and attitudes. The four groups were: those
that are very distrusting (15%]); those that are largely unsure about how much they can
trust various groups and institutions (17%); those that are somewhat trusting (42%); and
those that are largely trusting (26%). The largely trusting group was differentiated by
their holistic trust in institutions and trust in other Australians (no matter their
background). Discomfort with cultural difference was a defining characteristic of the very
distrusting class. Examination of these four groups helps understand concerns of
Australians and enable the development of strategies to address institutional and
interpersonal distrust.
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Introduction

Trust is essential for the successful functioning of society — politically, economically, and socially. For
example, trust in institutions and social trust is a key variable in civic and social cooperation and thus
economic growth and the performance of society’s institutions (Putnam 1993; Fukuyama 1995; Moesen
van Puvenbroeck, & Cherchye 2000; Zak & Knack 2001; Fazio et al. 2018). In the words of La Porta

et al. (1997) trust facilitates ‘a propensity of people in a society to cooperate to produce socially efficient

outcomes’ (p. 333). Trust (and corresponding cooperation) is also central to wellbeing. Personal wellbeing is
higher in societies with higher levels of institutional trust and cooperation (Putnam 2000; Hudson 2006).
From a sociological perspective, trust is relational, not purely psychological as it ‘characterises the state of

a relationship, not just the actors involved’ (Cook & Santana 2020, p. 191). From this standpoint, trust

is not only ‘a person’s attitude toward others or simply the disposition to be trusting’but is reliant on the
incentives the parties in the mutual relationship have to be trustworthy with respect to one another, and

understandings of each other’s competence, integrity, and the commitment to ‘do no harm’ (Cook & Santana

2020, p. 191; see also Cook, Hardin, & Levi 2005, Hardin 2002).
The media, and the quality of public information, is key to trust. The World Economic Forum (2018)

called online misinformation ‘a digital wildfire’and numerous international studies have found a link
between conspiracy theory beliefs and distrust of government (Georgiou, Delfabbro, & Balzan 2020; Miller,
Saunders, & Farhart 2016; van Prooijen & Douglas 2017). In recent ‘crisis’ times, the issue of trust has come

to the fore regarding the relationship between distrust and conspiratorial thinking during the COVID-19
pandemic, particularly distrust in science (Agley & Xiao 2021) and in government (Georgiou, Delfabbro,
& Balzan 2020). There are also indicators that the COVID-19 pandemic has seen a bifurcation in trust

in public institutions (that is, some public institutions being more trusted than others), across different
countries (some countries showing higher levels of trust than others) and by type of institution, for example
commercial media versus public media, business and NGOs, and different branches of government (Kye &
Hwang 2020; Edelman 2021; Kari¢ & Mededovi¢ 2021; Scandurra et al. 2021).

Trust in the media and public information varies across partisanship and demography. A 2019-2020
survey of more than 20,000 USA citizens found that political party affiliation remains the key predictor
of attitudes towards and trust in the media, with Republican participants (led by Trump at the time
of research) expressing more negative sentiments on every aspect of media performance compared to

Democrats and Independents (Gallup/Knight Foundation 2020; see also van der Linden, Panagopoulos,
& Roozenbeek 2020). While Republicans were the most distrusting of the media, the research found that

the majority of Americans felt the media’s role to inform and hold those in power accountable had been
compromised by increasing bias: 46% saw ‘a great deal of political bias in news coverage and 37% saw ‘a fair
amount’ (p. 5). This is concerning as the majority (81%) of participants also upheld the ideal that the news
media is fundamental to a healthy democracy (Gallup/Knight Foundation 2020, p. 14). This relationship
between distrust in the media and Republican/Trump support in the USA is perhaps not surprising given
that distrust has been linked to support for populist politics (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017). In Europe it

has been found that the decline in trust, alongside economic precarity and social media narrow casting,

has provided what is referred to as a ‘political opportunity structure’ for more extreme politics, generating
fear, and a reality, of social division (Ernst et al. 2019; Koopmans & Olzak 2004; Meyer 2004). Within
this context, there is an urgent need for better understandings of the contributing factors to distrust and

measures to counter a pivot towards a distrusting society.

Most of the key studies of trust have favoured what Ruelens and Nicaise (2020) characterise as

‘variable-centred approaches’. In these approaches, the variables themselves (be they demographic variables
or attitudinal variables) are the central conceptual unit and they are analysed via descriptive statistics,

correlation, and regression techniques. Within the trust literature, focus is placed on the relationship
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between demographic variables (e.g., age groups, educational groups, voting groups) and attitudes on trust
variables. This means that any remedies or solutions that emerge are anchored to the action in regard to

a variable, rather than a group or class based on trust dispositions. As Ruelens and Nicaise (2020) argue
‘variable-oriented research has focused too much on attitudes [such as trust] as variables and not enough
attention has been given to citizens who hold these attitudes’ (p. 1).

A person-centred approach, such as Latent Class Analysis (LCA), ‘inherently adopts a multidimensional
view of attitudinal phenomena by focusing on a sez of attitudes (Ruelens & Nicaise 2020, emphasis added;

see also Hooghe, Marien, & Oser 2017). This approach is ‘effective in identifying groups in the population

that share a similar response pattern on a series of indicators (Ruelens & Nicaise 2020, p. 2, emphasis
added). Internationally, the utility of understanding trust (and its impacts on social processes) via LCA is
increasingly acknowledged. For example, in the Italian context, Fazio et al. (2018) developed a measure

of ‘trust in others’ and a measure of ‘trust in institutions’ via LCA which was mapped at the regional level

in Italy. In the European context more broadly, Ruelens and Nicaise (2020) used LCA to investigate the

relationship between institutional trust at the national and supranational (EU) level. Also examining the
broader European citizenry, Hooghe, Marien, & Oser (2017) utilised LCA to investigate the impact of
democratic ideals on levels of political trust and developed a typology of distinct groups of respondents
characterised by similar combinations of attitudes. Suh, Chang, and Lim (2012) have examined the links
between trust in political and non-political institutions in South Korea using LCA. Finally, as mentioned
previously, in the US, Agley and Xiao (2021) have utilised LCA to understand the relationship between
trust in science, political orientation, religiosity, education and conspiratorial thinking in the COVID-19

context.

'The research presented in this paper responds to the urgent need for better understanding of the
contributing factors to ongoing public distrust in institutions and interpersonal contacts with a particular
focus on the Australian context. More specifically, it builds upon the international literature by contributing
a typology of trust, and the development of trust measures, to facilitate a more nuanced person-centred
understanding of trust in Australia. While the existing research (reviewed in the following section) has
provided important insights into demographic variations in Australians’ trust, the results of Latent Class
Analysis and multinomial logistic regression offers a more advanced and multidimensional approach to

existing descriptive, variable focused methods.

To our knowledge, our study is the first of its kind to utilise LCA to understand trust in the Australian
context. Identifying groups or segments of the population, sorted in part by trust, will enable remedies
to be developed that address the specific trust issues for that group. The aim of this paper is to therefore
develop and present a typology of trust in Australia. The second aim is to examine the demographic and
attitudinal variables associated with each class’ to better understand each class. Thirdly, we will analyse
what distinguishes each class, with a view to identifying the means to prevent Australians moving into less

trusting classes.

Trust in Australia

Recent research has identified discontent among the wider Australian population regarding trust in
government, media, law enforcement agencies and educational institutions. Using the Edelman Trust
Index (measuring trust in institutions such as NGOs, business, government, and media?), Australia was
ranked the twelfth (of twenty-six) most ‘distrusting’ nations in 2019. In that year, Australia was one of the

1 We use the term ‘class’ throughout this paper as a statistical term pertaining to the groups or categories resulting
from Latent Class Analysis rather than a term referring to socio-economic class stratification.

2 The Edelman Trust Index represents the average percentage trust in each market/nation (Edelman 2020).
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most distrustful nations of the media (behind only Russia, UK, France, Ireland, and Japan), reporting a
‘neutral’ standing in its trust towards NGOs, and was also ‘neutral’in its trust towards business (Edelman
2020). In 2019, the Edelman Trust Index also ranked Australians as distrusting of government — being five
points below the global average. Research conducted by Stoker, Evans, & Halupka (2018) and the Scanlon

Foundation (Markus 2019a) mirrored such low levels of trust of the Australian government. The Scanlon

Foundation has been tracking Australians’ trust in government since 2007 and according to their surveys,

Australians’ trust in government had been low for over a decade (Markus 2021).

The COVID-19 context saw a sharp increase in Australians’ trust in government. In 2020, Australians’
trust in government became a majority view — rising to 55 percent in November 2020 (Markus 2021, p. 34).
The Edelman Trust Barometer also reported increases in trust towards the Australian government, and other
institutions, between 2018 and 2021. Australia moved from being a ‘distrusting’ nation that sits around the
global average to a ‘trusting’ nation well above the global average (Edelman 2021, p. 44). In fact, the 2020
Edelman Trust Barometer saw Australians’ trust in all institutional sectors increase (NGOs, business, media,
and government) (Edelman 2021). Similarly, in a smaller survey of 500 Australians in July 2020, Goldfinch
Taplin, & Gauld (2021) found that Australians’ trust in government rose steeply to 80%, up from 49% in
2009 (see Goldfinch, Gauld, & Herbison 2009). This was linked to overall perceptions that the government
had managed the COVID-19 pandemic well.

However, media reports and polling suggested that Australians’ trust in government once again degraded
as the Morrison Federal Government grappled with the COVID-19 vaccination roll-out, the ending
of JobKeeper payments, the poor handling of sexual violence and harassment allegations in parliament,
and broader calls for workplace reforms to tackle casualisation, real wages decline and the prevalence of
sexual harassment in Australian workplaces (Speers 2021; Grattan 2021; Murphy 2021). Indeed, in 2022,
the Edelman survey reported that Australia’s ‘trust bubble’ had burst (p. 8), with Australia among the top
three countries showing an annual decline in trust in government, business, NGOs, and media (along with
Germany and The Netherlands (p. 5)). The change of federal government in 2022 has not seen a change
to the negative trend, in fact, trust in the government has further declined: ‘Government [has] join[ed]
the media in the realm of ‘distrust for the first time since 2020’ (Edelman 2023a). Trust in journalists and
institutional leaders (CEOs and government leaders) has also declined the second year in a row and the
media continues to be the most distrusted institution (distrusted by 38% of people and seen as a source
of misleading or false information by 48%; Edelman 2023b). These trends indicate that the levels of trust
are dynamic, and that they can be improved and worsened depending on political settings and structural

circumstances.

Some groups (in Australia and internationally as discussed in the previous section) are much more
exposed to distrust than others, and these assessments of trust across social categories are useful in
contemplating how distrust can be remedied. The Edelman Trust Barometer provides insight into
demographic variations in Australians’ trust towards key institutions. The barometer divides the sample
demographically into two groupings: ‘informed public’ and ‘mass public’. The ‘informed public’are defined
by Edelman (2021) as individuals that are: 1) 25-64 years of age; 2) College (or equivalent) educated; 3) in
top 25% of household income per age group in each market; and 4) report significant media consumption
and engagement in public policy and business news. Mass public’are the remaining participants who do
not meet the ‘informed public’ criteria. While the Edelman Trust Barometer has seen Australians’ trust
in all institutional sectors increase between 2019 and 2020, there is what is termed a ‘trust inequality’
between the ‘informed public’ and ‘mass public’in Australia. In 2020, Australia’s ‘informed public’ had
an average percentage trust in NGOs, business, government, and media of 68% (falling into the “Trust’
category of the Index). In comparison, the average percentage trust among the Australian ‘mass public’ was
45% (falling into the ‘Distrust’ category of the Index). The trust inequality between the two groups was
not unique to Australia, with record trust inequalities recorded globally (Edelman 2020: 8). In the period
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between 2020 and 2021, when trust in Australia increased (previously described as ‘the bubble’), the divide
worsened (2022, p. 5). Edelman examined what would close that gap, and respondents indicated that quality

information was key (2022, p. 31). For example, lower income respondents’ trust levels would exceed the

average of not well-informed high-income respondents, if they were well-informed (p. 31).

Similar to the international literature, Markus (2019a, 2019b, 2021) has found a strong link between

Australians’ support for populist politics and lack of trust in key institutions of the state (criminal justice

system [police excluded]; government, politicians) and media, as well as their fellow citizens. For example,
in 2019, only 9% of One Nation Party’ voters agreed that the government in Canberra can be trusted to
do the right thing for Australia almost always or most of the time. This was in stark contrast to the rate of
agreement among Liberal/National Party (centre-right) voters (49% agreed that the government can be
trusted) and Australian Labor Party (centre-left) voters (22% agreed that the government can be trusted;
Markus 2019a, p. 42). While these levels of trust increased across all voting groups in 2020, the association
between populist politics and distrust in the government remained: 31% One Nation Party voters agreed
that the government in Canberra can be trusted to do the right thing for Australia almost always or most
of the time in 2020, compared to 75% Liberal/National and 43% Labor (see Markus 2021, p. 113). Moving
away from trust in government, One Nation Party voters had the lowest level of agreement that ‘most
people can be trusted’ (28% in 2020 and 23% in 2018-19; see Markus 2021: 72). This distrust in fellow
citizens sits alongside One Nation Party voters” heightened concerns with immigration, their support for
discriminatory immigration policies, and lack of support for multiculturalism (Markus 2019a; 2019b).
With trust a key ingredient for economic prosperity, individual and collective wellbeing, social harmony in
culturally diverse circumstances, and the staving off of populist politics, the extent of the distrust evident

amongst One Nation Party voters (and in the Australian population more broadly), is cause for concern.

Method
We utilised a LCA of Australian national survey data obtained in October 2019 (n: 2,015) to provide

deeper understanding of the relationship between respondents’ trust in institutions, and social or
interpersonal trust. We adapted the categorisations of ‘institutional trust’and ‘interpersonal trust’ from

Suh, Chang, and Lim (2012) and Fazio et al. (2018). For the purposes of our study, ‘institutional trust’ (a
term used by both Suh, Chang, and Lim 2012 and Fazio et al. 2018) refers to individuals’ trust in public

and private institutions including political institutions (governments, government departments, political
parties), courts and other institutions relating to law and justice systems such as police, private enterprises,
civil associations and media organisations. ‘Institutional trust’ variables that were tested in our research
included trust in the Australian Family Courts, trust in the Australian media, and trust in the Police. ‘Social’
or ‘interpersonal trust’ (used by Suh, Chang, & Lim 2012 but termed ‘trust in others’ by Fazio et al. 2018)
refers to individuals’ trust of other groups or individuals. ‘Social’ or ‘interpersonal trust’ variables tested in our
research included trust in neighbours, family members, friends, and people of different religious or cultural
backgrounds. We also measured ‘trust in the science of climate change’and investigated, via LCA, the
relationship between this kind of trust and institutional and social/interpersonal trust. Trust in the science of
climate change does not fall under ‘institutional’ or ‘interpersonal trust. A second stage in the methodology
(multinomial logistic regression) also enabled us to consider the relationship between individuals’ latent class
membership, demographic indicators (e.g., gender and age) and attitudes to other aspects of Australian life
such as national economic prosperity and job security, quality of healthcare, cultural diversity, and quality of
leadership.

3 One Nation is an Australian political party associated with far-right populist politics (Grant, Moore, & Lynch 2019).
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PARTICIPANTS

To assess Australians’ (dis)trust in various groups and institutions, we drew upon an online national survey
conducted in October 2019. The Australia-wide online survey comprised a sample of 2,015 respondents
(Australian residents, 18+ years of age). The sampling frame was provided to the online panel provider
Dynata, who have a pool of approximately 300,000 Australian panellists. Dynata employs quality controls,
recruits participants in a variety of ways to ensure a diverse sample, and randomly selects panel participants
(within the criteria) to participate in the surveys. One agreed and obvious limitation of this survey design is
that participants must have access to the internet and be registered panellists of Dynata. The demographic

characteristics of the sample are provided in Table 1.

MEASURES

The survey included a variety of closed-response questions used to obtain information regarding
Australians’ attitudes and experiences, identity and culture, community and belonging, trust and anxiety, and
contemporary social, economic, and political changes. The majority of questions used a Likert-type scale
response option, allowing respondents to indicate whether they agreed or disagreed with a statement and

to what extent. The 18 questions on trust were largely drawn/adapted from the World Values Survey (2014)
and Scanlon Mapping Social Cohesion Survey (Markus 2017).

LCA INDICATORS

There were seven items selected as indicators for the Latent Class Analysis based on prior research (e.g.,
Markus 2017) and sufficient cell sizes, to represent Australians’ trust in social groups, issues, or institutions
(see Table 3). Two items asked about the extent to which Australians trust their neighbours and people of
another religion (all ranging from 1 = do not trust at all to 4 = trust completely). Four items asked about
trust in the Australian Family, Australian media, police, and the science of climate change (all ranging from
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The final item asked whether “in some circumstances a non-

democratic government can be preferred” (ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

COVARIATES

There were 15 items used as covariates, and included demographic and background characteristics, attitudes
towards Australia and diversity, and participants’ future life. These were selected based on a series of chi-
square tests to determine whether the participant characteristics and their attitudes were related to the
latent classes. These 15 items were used as predictors in the multinomial logistic regression analyses. The
demographic and background characteristics consisted of seven variables: age, gender, education, income,
religion, location, and country of birth. Age was grouped into three age ranges (i.e., 18-34 years; 35-64
years; 65+ years), and gender was grouped into two (females and males). Both education (i.e., high school
or less; other tertiary/trade/TAFE; and university/postgraduate) and income (low, medium, and high) had
three categories. Religion (no religion and religion), location (metropolitan and non-metropolitan), and

country of birth (Australia and overseas) were all dichotomous.

Attitudes towards Australia and diversity consisted of eight items. Three items asked Australians the
extent to which they agree that Australia has strong leadership, is economically prosperous, and that the
Australian government can be trusted to do the right thing for Australians (ranging from 1 = strongly
disagree/disagree to 3 = agree/strongly agree). Two items asked about concern regarding the “quality of
healthcare” and “employment and job security” (ranging from 1 = not concerned to 3 = very/extremely
concerned). Attitudes towards diversity included two items: “I would not object to a religious place of

worship being built in my own community” and “Australia is weakened by people of different ethnic origins
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Survey Sample, 2019

Demographic Variable

State of Residence
New South Wales
Victoria
Queensland
Western Australia
Tasmania
Australian Capital Territory
Northern Territory
Metro/non-Metro
Metropolitan
Non-Metropolitan
Country of Birth
Australia
United Kingdom
India
New Zealand
Indigeneity
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Non-Indigenous
Gender
Female
Male
Non-binary/gender fluid
Age
18-34 years of age
35-54 years of age
55-75
75+ years of age
Education (highest level)
University degree or postgraduate qualification
Other tertiary qualifications including a trade or TAFE qualification
Year 12 or equivalent
No formal qualifications.
Employment
Employed
Unemployed
Retired
Income
$80,000+
$50,000-$79,999
$30,000-$49,999
<$30,000
Religion
Judaism
Buddhism
Hinduism
Islam
Christianity
No religion, agnostics and atheists
Political affiliation
Labor
Liberal
Greens
One Nation
Independent
Other

33
22
21
1"

53
47

72

97

51
49

<0.5

41
30
22

36
34
23

48
8
23

21
20
16
31

0.5
2
2
2

40

45

31
32
13
6
8
1"

Notes: The sample is representative across all states and territories. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians were represented in line with

national representation. The high proportion of retirees reflects the older age cohort of the sample. The unemployed were also over-represented
[Australian Bureau of Stastistics [ABS) 2019a]. Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and Judaism were at representative national levels. No religion, agnostics

and atheists were overrepresented. Christianity was underrepresented (ABS 2017).
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sticking to their old ways” (ranging from 1 = strongly disagree/disagree to 3 = agree/strongly agree). The
final item asked participants about their future life: “In five years my life in Australia will be much worse”
(ranging from 1 = strongly disagree/disagree to 3 = agree/strongly agree).

STATISTICAL ANALYSES

Latent class analysis (LCA) and multinomial logistic regressions were employed using a structural equation
modeling framework (SEM) using Mplus Version 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén 2017). LCA is a person-centred
analysis in which relationships among individuals, rather than relationships among variables, are of primary

interest. Therefore, LCA was chosen as the most appropriate statistical approach to identifying a typology
of trust in Australia. Mplus was used to estimate LCA (a) estimating model parameters and (b) allowing
for the inclusion of all available data through the full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation
to account for missing data (Enders 2010). FIML uses all available data for each case during the estimation
process, has been shown in recent simulation studies to be unbiased when data are missing at random and to

be robust to non-normal distributions (Enders 2010; Schafer & Graham 2002).

LCA is a model-based approach in which the population is considered to consist of % latent groups or
classes where the number of classes is not known a priori. Individuals in the same class share a common
joint probability distribution among the observed variables (e.g., levels of trust). In the current study,
individuals were assigned to the latent class for which their posterior probability was the highest.

To identify the optimum number of classes, a series of LCA models of between two and six classes
were estimated. Given that there is no single indicator reflecting an optimal model fit, the model selection
was based on a balance of parsimony, substantive consideration, and used ‘fit and test’ statistics. First, we
examined the following fit indices: The Akaike’s Information Criterion (AIC; Akaike 1987); Bayesian
Information Criterion (BIC, Schwartz 1978); sample size adjusted BIC (SBIC; Sclove 1987); and the
Lo-Mendell- Rubin likelihood ratio test (LMR; Lo, Mendell, & Rubin 2001). Recent simulation studies
have indicated that the BIC, SBIC, and LRT are the most effective for identifying the correct number of
classes (Diallo, Morin & Lu 2016a, 2016b, 2017; Peugh & Fan 2013). Second, we examined classification
uncertainty using the entropy indicator. Entropy measures the probability that person i is a member of a

given class. Values near zero suggest low certainty in classification and values near one suggest high certainty
in classification. Third, we examined class size to ensure that each class had at least 1% of the entire sample
included (Nylund, Asparouhov, & Muthén 2007; Shanahan et al. 2013). Fourth, we examined whether

the latent class solution made sense with respect to parsimonious coverage and the relevant literature.

Furthermore, when fitting mixture models like LCA, issues such as convergence are important to consider
(Hipp & Bauer 2006). In this study, all LCA were conducted using 800 sets of random starting values for 80
iterations each, and then we selected the 40 best sets of random starting values associated with the highest
likelihood values for final optimization to minimize the risk of convergence to local maxima, in other words,

to make sure the model made sense mathematically (Hipp & Bauer 2006).

Using this method, we fitted models with class one through seven to determine the optimal number of
classes for the data. Table 2 shows the fit statistic for each model specification. All LCA models converged.
The log-likelihood increased while no minimum was found for the iCs as their values decreased across the
range of models considered. The LMR pointed to the five-class solution since the test of the four-class
model against the five-class model has a p-value less than 0.000, suggesting rejection, whereas the test of the
five-class against the six-profile has a p-value of 0.760. Further examination of the LCA models indicated
that the five- and six-class models each included small classes that seemed to have splintered off from
larger classes in the four-class model. The four-class model resulted in a log-likelihood value of -18023.494
with 107 parameters, an AIC of 36260.988, a BIC of 36865.25, a SBIC of 36525.3, and a high entropy
value of 0.725. Moreover, the four-class solution satisfied the minimum class size required to be useful
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(each comprised at least 1% of individual within the overall sample) and meaningful. The four-class model
also made theoretical sense, it had interpretability, and the four classes looked to have utility for making
recommendations on improving the trust landscape (Muthén 2004). The four-class solution is described

below.

Table 2. Fit Indices for LCA Models for Trust

Number of Latent Log # Free SBIC LMR | Entropy
Classes likelihood | Parameters LRT

-19443.007 38938.015 39084.845 39002.24

-18710.865 53 37527.729 37827.037 37658.65 p<.000 0.731
-18226.248 80 36612.496 37064.281 36810.113 p <.000 0.732
-18023.494 107 36260.988 36865.25 36525.3 p<.000 0.725
-17849.572 134 35967.144 36723.883 36298.152 p<.000 0.745
-17754.223 161 35830.446 36739.663 36228.15 0.760  0.712
-17694.095 188 35764.19 36825.884 36218.589 0.828  0.721

N o o o BAOLON

Note. # = number; AIC = Akaike Information Criterion; BIC = Bayesian Information Criterion; SBIC = Sample Size Adjusted

BIC; p LMR = p-values for the Lo-Mendell-Rubin Likelihood ratio test for k versus k+7classes.

Lastly, multinomial logistic regression analyses were conducted to examine the relationship between the
15 covariates and the latent classes. Class membership was the dependent variable, and the 15 covariates
were the independent variables. Multinomial logistic regression analysis was used to investigate the
relationship between the covariates and class membership.

Results and Discussion

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

Descriptive statistics (i.e., frequencies, bivariate cross-tabulations) generated a snapshot of current views and
attitudes of Australians in relation to social trust (trust in people and social groups) and trust in institutions.
More particularly, the descriptive statistics were used to examine the extent to which social and institutional
trust vary across selected demographic and background characteristics (e.g., age, gender, country of birth).
Due to the large number of cross-tabulations, only the significant results are presented.

Social Trust

Overall, Australians are trusting of their neighbours (74%) and people of another religion (67%). Trust in
neighbours is high across all age groups, but there was a positive and significant (although weak) association
between age and trust, such that as age increased, so too did the extent of these forms of trust. For example,
the proportion of those trusting neighbours completely was 10% for those aged 18-34, while it was 34%
among those aged 75 and older. Complete trust in people of another religion was lower, but there is a
majority with some level of trust. For example, when asked to indicate how much they trust people of
another religion, only 8% of participants indicated ‘trust completely’ while 59% indicated ‘trust somewhat’.
Age was consistently and positively associated with trust in people of another religion. For example, the

proportion of those trusting people of another religion completely was 8% for those aged 18-34, while
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it was 17% among those aged 75 and older. This confounds the established research that has found that
younger people’s experience of super diversity generates more comfortable views about difference (Halafoff
et al. 2020). Rather, these findings support contact theory which suggests that interpersonal contact between
groups (which will expand over a persons’lifetime) can reduce prejudices (Allport 1954), and lead to greater
levels of trust between groups. This may indicate an interesting disjuncture between philosophy and practice
around difference, in which younger Australians are pro-diversity but cautious about actual encounters,
whereas older Australians a more likely to have an ideological antipathy to diversity but less of a problem

with actual cross-cultural encounters.

Institutional Trust

Three-quarters (74%) of the sample have some level of distrust in key institutions (government, media,
political parties). However, trust varies across different types of institutions. Trust in the Australian media
(20%), political parties (20%) and government (29%) is weaker. There were similar levels of trust in
institutions like the family court and criminal courts, while 62% of Australians have trust in the Police. Trust
in the science of climate change was held by about half of the sample, and only a quarter said they did not
trust it. Such distrust in key institutions aligns with global trends (Edelman 2021).

Significant patterns in institutional trust are evident across demographic variables. Men were more
trusting of the police, as were heterosexuals (compared to non-heterosexuals), older people, non-Indigenous
people, and those who were Christians. Unlike trust in police, older Australians were more likely to be
distrusting of the Australian Family Court and Media compared to younger Australians. Similarly, men
were more distrusting of the Australian Family Court and political parties compared to women. Australian-
born participants were more distrusting of the Australian Family Court, political parties, the government,
and media compared to participants born overseas. Interestingly, there were no observable patterns across
age groups for trust in government. These variations in institutional trust have interesting correlations
with positions of (more) privilege and (more) power. That is, the results suggest that those with more
societal power and privilege (males, heterosexuals, older Australians, Australian-born, non-Indigenous and
Christians) have greater trust in institutions which regulate the less powerful (e.g., Police). In contrast, the
less powerful and less privileged (women, those born overseas, younger people), trust more in democratic
institutions that protect the more vulnerable (i.e., Family Court).

Australians are divided on whether in some circumstances a non-democratic government can be
preferred, with 28% agreeing, 28% disagreeing, and 44% who neither agree nor disagree. However, younger
Australians, men, and those born overseas were more likely to agree with this statement as compared
to older Australians, women, and those born in Australia. This is an interesting finding that somewhat
contradicts the aforementioned finding that those born overseas, and younger people trust more in
democratic institutions. It is perhaps the case, as found in existing Australian and international research,
that younger people (and males) are more susceptible to ideological and political extremism (Nilan et al.

2023; Adam-Troian, Tecmen, & Kaya 2021; Forscher & Kteily 2020), and that those born overseas may

have lived-experience of non-democratic governments in their countries of birth.

Opverall, almost half (48%) of the survey sample agreed that they have trust in the science of climate
change (23% disagreed). Bivariate analysis revealed that younger people were more trusting in this science
than were older people. For example, distrusters were about 16% of the young respondents, but were 29%
of those aged 55 to 74, and 33% of those aged 75 and over. There were expected variations according
to political party afhiliations, with Green, ALP and Independent voters more trusting of the science of
climate change, while One Nation Party voters were distrusting. The latter were the most distrusting of all
institutions and groups (including neighbours for example).

Our finding that younger respondents are generally more trusting of key Australian institutions aligns

with previous research that found that younger Australians feel especially reliant on public institutions in
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the age of precarity, dynamism and diversity (Wyn & White 2012; Harris 2010). As Australians get older,
their faith in institutions, like the courts and the media degrades. The same is true of trust in the science

of climate change. This may be because older people’s greater exposure to or experience of institutions
(compared to younger people) has degraded their trust. This may also explain the propensity for Australian-
born participants to have less trust in key institutions such as the Australian Family Court, political parties,

the government, and media compared to overseas-born Australians.

‘There is one exception to this trend, with three quarters of older Australians agreeing they have faith in
policing (74%), with only about half of younger Australians agreeing (54%). As noted by Sindall, McCarthy,
& Brunton-Smith (2016), ‘It is widely recognized that trust and confidence in the police are more fragile
amongst young people than amongst adults’ (see also Dwyer 2014; Kennelly 2011; Flexon, Lurigio, &
Greenleaf 2009; Hurst & Frank 2000; Hinds 2007). Explanations for this include young people’s greater
use of public space, higher visibility in public space, assumed positionality as being ‘at risk’ or ‘a risk’, and

therefore ‘high levels of state surveillance, intervention and regulation’ (Fileborn 2019, p. 435) which may
amount to ‘heightened contact and conflict with the police’ and/or particularly negative experiences of

policing (Sindall, McCarthy, & Brunton-Smith 2016, see also Dwyer 2014; Kennelly 2011; Loader 1996;
McAra & McVie 2005, 2010; Carr, Napolitano, & Keating 2007; Fagan & Tyler 2005; Hinds 2007; Piquero

et al. 2005).

As previous research has shown, trust is key to a well-functioning society. High levels of distrust have

negative impacts on economic prosperity and social and civic cooperation, population wellbeing, a robust
and critical media, and contributes to political opportunities for extremist politics and conspiracy theories
(Koopmans & Olzak 2004; Meyer 2004; Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017; Ernst et al. 2019). Trust, particularly

in institutions, is a necessary requirement for a strong democracy. Given such high overall levels of distrust
illustrated in our survey findings, there is urgent need for a better understanding of the contributing factors
to distrust and to explore remedies to counter a pivot towards a distrusting society. The Latent Class

Analysis results we present in the following section may assist in developing such remedies.

FOUR SEGMENTS OF AUSTRALIAN TRUST

Table 3 presents the LCA results for the four-class model. The last two rows represent the proportion based
on posterior probabilities and the class count based on the most likely latent class. The proportions refer to
the estimated proportions of individuals that belong to a particular latent class: 15% in Class 1,17% in Class
2,42% in Class 3, and 26% in Class 4 (described next in more detail). The class counts refer to the number

of individuals (rather than proportions) that belong to a particular latent class.

Class 1: ‘Very Distrusting’

In the four-class solution of the latent class analysis (see Table 2), Class 1 represents 15% of the sample
and was labelled ‘very distrusting’. Individuals in this class tend to strongly disagree that they trust the
Australian Family Court (72%), the Australian media (79%), and the science of climate change (54%). A
bare majority in this class still had some level of trust in neighbours (56%), but most did not trust people
of another religion very much if at all (55%). This group were also the least trusting of the police (44%
distrust), although their trust of the police (36%) was well ahead of other institutions (Family Court 1%;
media 3%).

Class 2: ‘Unsure’ (worried)

Class 2 represents 17% of the sample and has been labelled ‘unsure’. Respondents in this class neither agreed
nor disagreed that they have trust in the Australian Family Court (78%), the Australian media (79%),

the science of climate change (79%), and in the police (54%). They were also unsure as to whether a non-
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democratic government can be preferred in some circumstances (83%). Just under two-thirds (65%) tended
to trust neighbours, and just over half trusted people of other faiths (58%), but mostly only somewhat. A
third did not have very much trust at all in neighbours (32%) and in individuals of other faiths (37%).

Class 3: ‘Somewhat Trusting’

Class 3 represents 42% of the sample (the most populous class). This class has been labelled ‘somewhat
trusting’. The individuals in this class ‘somewhat’ trust their neighbours (63% plus 13% who trust neighbours
completely), and they disagreed that they trust the Australian Family Court (47%) and the Australian media
(56%), but unlike the group in the ‘Very distrusting’ class, they did not hold to this as ‘strongly’. The class has
the same variations in trust across neighbours and institutions, with the main difference being the strength
of that trust. Those in the ‘somewhat trusting’ class do not have the same level of distrust towards people

of other religions as the very distrusting, with 65% trusting somewhat people from other religions (and

only 4% trusting completely). If we combine Class 2 and Class 3, we have a significant middle group who

comprise the majority of the sample (59%) where there is some level of trust, but where that trust is uneven.

Class 4: “Trusting’

Class 4 represents 26% of the sample and has been labelled “Trusting’. These respondents agreed that they
have trust in the Australian Family Court (75%), in the Australian media (62%), the science of climate
change (81%) and the police (91%). They trusted neighbours somewhat (57%) or completely (27%) and
people of other faiths somewhat (61%) or completely (19%).

THE FOUR CLASSES AND COVARIATES

We used multinomial logistic regression to predict the probabilities of each person belonging to the four
latent classes. Specifically, we used multinomial logistic regression to test the association between 15
variables (covariates) with the four latent classes (Table 4). For example, there is one statistically significant

finding for age in the first row (i.e., 65+ years), which is an odds ratio of 2.530. This means that the odds of
being in the ‘somewhat trusting’ class as compared to the ‘trusting’ class is 2.530 times higher for those aged
65 years and older as compared to those aged 18-34 years, controlling for all the other variables. Due to

space constraints, we highlight the significant findings in our interpretation below.

One of the most distinguishing results from our analysis is that compared to the Trusting class (26%
of sample) the Very Distrusting class of respondents (15% of sample) are especially distrusting of the
Australian government. The latter variable had a particularly strong effect, as shown in the odds ratio, and
was significant at p <.001. Another telling variation between the Trusting and Very Distrusting classes were
that the latter were more likely to object to a religious place of worship being built in their own community.
Therefore, individuals in this group are also more likely to be associated with negative dispositions towards
minority cultural groups and towards diversity. Other significant variations were economic, with less
agreement that Australia was economically prosperous, yet slightly less concerned about their own job and

employment security.

The largest class are the Somewhat Trusting (42%). Like the Very Distrusting class, this class had a
higher level of distrust of the Australian government than the control group (“Trusting’). There was also a
significant effect of age (in particular with those aged 65 and over), education (associated with those with
tertiary/Trade/TAFE education as compared to those with no post-school education) and being Australian
born (versus those born overseas). Being less likely to agree that Australia is economically prosperous was
also an effect on this class, that also marked them as different from the Trusting class. They were also less
likely to agree that they would not object to a religious place of worship being built in their own community.
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C1 (67 C3 C4 Whole
Very Unsure | Somewhat | Trusting | Sample
distrusting

trusting

Trust your neighbours

Trust Completely 0.13 0.07 0.13 0.27 15.8
Trust Somewhat 0.43 0.58 0.63 0.57 7.8
Do not trust very much 0.22 0.32 0.2 0.13 20.2
Do not trust at all 0.23 0.03 0.04 0.04 6.5

Trust people of another religion

Trust Completely 0.05 0.03 0.04 0.19 7.9
Trust Somewhat 0.4 0.54 0.65 0.61 58.2
Do not trust very much 0.32 0.37 0.27 0.16 26.5
Do not trust at all 0.23 0.06 0.04 0.04 7.4

| have trust in the Australian Family Courts

Strongly Agree 0 0.01 0 0.16 4.5
Agree 0.01 0.12 0.12 0.59 22.7
Neither Agree nor Disagree 0.09 0.78 0.33 0.2 33.9
Disagree 0.18 0.06 0.47 0.03 24
Strongly Disagree 0.72 0.03 0.08 0.02 14.9

| have trust in the Australian media

Strongly Agree 0.02 0 0 0.1 8

Agree 0.01 0.09 0.05 0.52 17.5
Neither Agree nor Disagree 0.07 0.79 0.23 0.28 31.7
Disagree 0.1 0.11 0.56 0.07 28.2
Strongly Disagree 0.79 0.01 0.16 0.03 19.5

| have trust in the science of climate change

Strongly Agree 0.15 0 0.17 0.28 16.6
Agree 0.09 0.19 0.32 0.53 31.8
Neither Agree nor Disagree 0.13 0.79 0.23 0.14 28.5
Disagree 0.1 0.02 0.21 0.04 1.4
Strongly Disagree 0.54 0 0.08 0.01 11.6

| have trust in the Police

Strongly Agree 0.09 0.04 0.07 0.32 133
Agree 0.27 0.37 0.54 0.59 48.4
Neither Agree nor Disagree 0.2 0.54 0.26 0.07 25
Disagree 0.16 0.04 0.11 0.02 8.1
Strongly Disagree 0.28 0.01 0.02 0 5.1l

In some circumstances a non-democratic government can be preferred

Strongly Agree 0.09 0 0.02 0.11 5.1
Agree 0.12 0.14 0.22 0.37 23
Neither Agree nor Disagree 0.35 0.83 0.41 0.27 43.9
Disagree 0.07 0.03 0.26 0.14 16
Strongly Disagree 0.37 0 0.09 0.11 12
Proportion based on posterior probabilities 0.15 0.17 0.42 0.26

Class count based on most likely latent Class 306 355 885 549
n=1713
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Table 4. Demographic and attitude profiles of ‘Trust’ classes using multinomial logistic regression

estimates and odds ratios, against ‘Trusting’

I IR T R R TR R

Age

18 -34 years 0° 0°
35-64 years -0.064 (0.230) 0.938 -0.016 (0.204)
65+ years 0.248(0.303) 1.281 -0.353 (0.296)
Gender

Male 0? 0?
Female -0.304 (0.199) 0.738 0.545 (0.192)**
Education

High School/no-formal 0° 0°

Other tertiary/Trade/ 0.431(0.243) 1.539 0.264 (0.244)
TAFE

Postgrad/University -0.309 (0.265) 0.734 -0.109 (0.253)
Income

Low 0° 0?
Medium -0.325(0.232) 0.722 -0.162(0.219)
High -0.380 (0.265) 0.688 -0.454 (0.256)
Religion

No religion 0° 0?
Religious -0.091 (0.202) 0.913 0.163(0.191)
Location

Metropolitan 0° 0°
Non-metropolitan 0.026 (0.198) 1.026 -0.296 (0.192)
Country of birth

Australia 0° 0°
Overseas -0.169 (0.220) 0.845 0.292(0.196)
Australia has strong leadership

Neither agree/disagree 02 02
Disagree -0.197(0.262) 0.821 -0.961 (0.259)***
Agree 0.170 (0.257) 1.186 -0.557 (0.229)*
Australia is economically prosperous

Neither agree/disagree 0° 0°
Disagree -0.205 (0.315) 0.814 -0.927 (0.363)*
Agree -0.611(0.236)* 0.543 -0.984 (0.212)***
Quality of healthcare

Not concerned 0? 0°
Slightly concerned/ 0.043 (0.404) 1.044 -0.044 (0.351)
concerned

Very/extremely 0.644 (0.418) 1.905 -0.221(0.371)
concerned

Employment and job security

Not concerned 0° 0?
Slightly concerned/ -0.854 (0.396)* 0.426 0.100 (0.380)
concerned

Very/extremely -0.647 (0.417) 0.524 0.032(0.399)
concerned

The Australian government can be trusted to do the right thing for Australians

Neither agree/disagree 0° 0
Disagree 1.996 (0.277)*** 7.358 -0.434(0.265)
Agree -1.683 (0.302)*** 0.186 -1.893 (0.232)***
In five years my life in Australia will be much worse

Neither agree/disagree 0° 0°
Disagree -0.345 (0.250) 0.709 -0.642 (0.222)**
Agree 0.031(0.241) 1.031 -0.101(0.241)

| would not object to a religious place of worship being built in my own community

Neither agree/disagree 0° 0
Disagree 1.102 (0.275)*** 3.011 -0.060 (0.285)
Agree -0.522 (0.236)* 0.593 -0.779 (0.210)***
Australia is weakened by people of different ethnic origins sticking to their old ways

Neither agree/disagree 0° 0°
Disagree 0.089 (0.261) 1.093 -0.614 (0.244)*
Agree -0.057 (-.241) 0.945 -0.748 (0.224)**

0.984
0.703

1.725

1.302

0.896

0.851
0.635

1.117

0.744

1.342

0.382
0.573

0.396
0.374

0.957

0.802

1.105

1.033

0.648
0.151

0.526
0.904

0.942
0.459

0.541
0.473

0
0.301(0.166)
0.928 (0.218)***

0°
0.090 (0.146)

0
0.386 (0.189)*

-0.179 (0.187)

0°
-0.097(0.173)
-0.292(0.191)

0°
0.002 (0.147)

0°
0.032 (0.146)

0°
-0.308 (0.156)*

0°
0.072 (0.205)
-0.255 (0.178)

0°
-0.286 (0.278)
-0.383 (0.178)*

0°
0.331(0.271)

0.291(0.292)

0°
0.042(0.292)

0.045(0.318)

0°
0.987 (0.207)***
-1.443 (0.174)***

0°
0.035(0.169)
-0.433 (0.193)*

0°
0.282(0.221)
-0.658 (0.167)***

0°
0.170 (0.190)
-0.096 (0.179)

1.351
2.530

1.095

1.471

0.836

0.908
0.747

1.002

1.032

0.735

1.075
0.775

0.751
0.682

1.392

1.338

1.043

1.046

2.683
0.236

1.036
0.649

1.325
0.518

1.185
0.909

Note. Parameter estimates (B) for each latent class are relative to the reference latent class (Trusting), adjusted for

all other variables in the model. SE: standard Error of the estimates. OR: Odds Ratio. Odds-ratios are exponentiated

parameter estimates. 0°: reference category. The coefficients and OR reflects the effects of the predictors on the

likelihood of membership in the listed latent class relative to the reference class (Trusting).

* p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001
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'This Somewhat Trusting class were also less likely than the Trusting class to agree that their life in Australia
would be much worse in five years.

'The Unsure class were 17% of the sample. They varied from the Trusting class by gender, being more
likely to be female. They were also more likely to be unable to agree or disagree (being ‘Unsure’) that: 1) the
government can be trusted; 2) Australia is economically prosperous; 3) Australia has strong leadership; 4)
Australia is weakened by people of different ethnic origins sticking to their own ways; 5) they would not
object to a religious place of worship being built in their own community; and 6) that their life in Australia
will be much worse in five years. This Unsure class could be more appropriately characterised as worried, as

shown in their uncertainties.

Finally, the covariate assessments across all of the forms reveal that the Trusting class (26%) are marked
by their enhanced agreement that the Australian government can be trusted to do the right thing for
Australians. While other classes shared some level of trust across family, neighbours, people of other
faiths and various institutions, it was the Trusting Class alone that had the highest trust in the Australian
government. This indicates that it is trust in government specifically that is required to move Australians
from the other classes into this class of trust. In other words, trust in government is a key stone for fortifying
general trust and social cohesion. They were also distinct from the other three groups in their embrace
of religious diversity (not disposed to oppose local places of worship). This class also looks to institutions
for leadership (e.g., on climate change). This is a class of Australians whose trust and confidence could be

leveraged to influence other Australians, for whom contact and confidence could be key.

Conclusion

In the age of global populism and disruption, a new ‘red-button’issue of public trust has emerged. Trust
towards institutions is of global concern, but even trust between neighbours is increasingly a matter of
concern. Our research has identified that distrust of institutions is a key feature in contemporary Australian
society, however, just like ‘social trust’, ‘institutional trust’is differentiated across demographic categories.
For example, trust in family, close friends and neighbours was higher for older Australians. This was also the
case for trust in people of other faiths and ethnicities. Trust in the science of climate change was a feature of
younger Australians rather than older Australians. Older Australians, and those born in Australia, had lesser
levels of trust in the courts, media, political parties and government, but higher trust in their neighbours and

people from different cultural backgrounds.

Moving beyond demographic analyses, a Latent Class Analysis identified four classes of Australians
regarding their trust levels. The Trusting class were about quarter of Australians (26%), and were remarkable
for trusting institutions, family, neighbours, as well as people of other faiths and ethnicities. This class has
relatively high levels of trust, is associated with younger Australians and was the only class to show high
levels of trust in the government. At the other end of spectrum was the Very Distrusting class (15%) who

were highly distrustful of institutions, family and neighbours and other faiths and ethnicities.

The remainder of the sample, a large middle group, comprised two classes whose trust was uneven.
The Somewhat Trusting class (42%) distrust the key institutions, but had trust in their neighbours, and
some trust in other faiths and ethnicities. This class was more likely to comprise older Australians, and
those with higher levels of education. The Unsure class (17%) shows concerns or worry across all trust
indicators, but was most sceptical around institutions. They are not sure whether they should or can trust
institutions, they are unsure about the economic fortunes of Australia, they are less committed to democratic
forms of government, they were unsure on matters of cultural retention among ethnic minority groups
(assimilationist), they were more likely to be unsure about a place of worship being built in their own
community, and they were more likely to be women. This would suggest that the Unsure class is worried and

uncertain, making them a prime target for anti-diversity political forces and tactics. Confidence building in
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the public institutions, democracy and their fellow citizenry will help inoculate this large and worried group
from cynical dispositions promulgated by populist politics.

We argue that by taking a multidimensional view of the attitudinal data of individual respondents, we
have been able to identify four classes in the population. The Australians within each of those classes share
a similar response pattern when it comes to the issues of trust. By segmenting the population in this way,
we have developed a typology of trust that facilitates a more nuanced person-centred understanding of
Australians’ trust. Whilst it is a typology of trust in Australia at a single, cross-sectional point in time, it
can be used as a baseline to address distrust in Australia; a key and urgent consideration must be to arrest
the high levels of distrust in institutions, and in particular government institutions. Our findings indicate
that a negative view of religious diversity and assimilationist views is associated with the most distrusting
Australians (15%), and there is a sense that such a disposition is present among the 17% who are unsure
in their trust. Building confidence and positivity toward diversity will work to contain the proportion of
Australians in these two classes. A pressing societal need is to ensure that more Australians in the unsure
class do not move into the very distrusting class, and trust in the media, courts and science is key here. More
generally, our interpretations suggest that confidence is generally associated with trust in institutions, as
demonstrated by the demographic variations in which institutions are trusted: police more trusted by male
and older Australians, and the Family Court more trusted by women. The background literature suggests
that quality information is key in building confidence and therefore trust. The low trust in mainstream
media, and the perceptions of its bias and divisiveness (Edelman 2022), make quite difficult the project
of enhancing the extent to which people feel well-informed. The temporal variations in trust point to its
dynamism, reflecting the theorising around political opportunity structures and political tactics (Ernst et al.

2019; Koopmans & Olzak 2004; Mever 2004). This also reminds us of the possibility to enhance and build
trust, and this paper provides some data and analysis on the most propitious levers to pull.
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