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Abstract: Uslaner and others predict that generalized trust is an independent 
construct that does not need to be analyzed solely as an element of social capital. 
Uslaner’s theory suggests that generalized trust should be measured with a single 
item about whether most people can be trusted or you can’t be too careful. It is 
predicted that generalized trust is a predictor of attitudes towards strangers. Uslan-
er’s theory conjectures that generalized trust is established early in life and that it 
does not depend on experience, and that variables that do not depend on experi-
ence will be better predictors of attitudes towards strangers than those that are in-
fluenced by experience. We explore hypotheses derived from Uslaner’s theory of 
generalized trust with data from Spain collected in the frame of the 7th wave of the 
European Social Survey. Data analyses rely on standard regression tools.

Keywords: Uslaner’s theory, Generalized trust, Attitudes towards refugees, 
Racist values.

Resumen: Uslaner y otros predicen que la confianza generalizada es un cons-
tructo independiente que no precisa ser analizado únicamente como un elemento 
del capital social. La teoría de Uslaner sugiere que la confianza generalizada debe-
ría medirse con un ítem único sobre si puedes confiar en la mayoría de las personas 
o si es mejor ser precavido. Se predice que la confianza generalizada es un predic-
tor de las actitudes hacia los extraños. La teoría de Uslaner conjetura que la con-
fianza generalizada queda establecida pronto en la vida de las personas y que no 
depende de la experiencia, así como que las variables que no dependen de la expe-
riencia serán mejores predictores de las actitudes hacia los extraños que las que se 
encuentran influenciadas por la experiencia. Exploramos hipótesis derivadas de la 
teoría de la confianza generalizada de Uslaner con datos de España recogidos en el 
marco de la 7.ª oleada de la Encuesta Social Europea. Los análisis utilizan herra-
mientas de regresión comunes.

Palabras clave: Teoría de Uslaner, Confianza generalizada, Actitudes hacia 
los refugiados, Valores racistas.
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1. Uslaner’s theory of generalized trust

Trust in strangers has been considered by many as an element or dimension of so-
cial capital (Economidou et al., 2017; Herreros and Criado, 2009). Putnam includes 
social trust as a component of a comprehensive social capital index with fourteen indi-
cators. He finds that the agreement with the item «Most people can be trusted» is 
strongly correlated with the social capital index (r=0,92) in his aggregated data at the 
level of the nation (2001). At the same time, social capital is conjectured to influence 
attitudes towards others, including minority groups, because those high in social capital 
are expected to be more tolerant. Putnam defines social capital as the set of «features of 
social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination 
and cooperation for mutual benefit» (Putnam, 1995: 67). Though social capital may 
have a dark side, it is expected to allow individuals to solve problems more easily and 
widen the «awareness of the many ways in which our fates are linked» (Putnam, 2001: 
288).

In contrast to the conception of trust in strangers as a component of social capital, 
Uslaner argues that trust in strangers is an important theoretical construct in itself and 
that it has a direct impact on attitudes towards others, including minorities. According to 
this author, there are two main kinds of trust: moralistic and strategic trust. What is 
characteristic of individuals high in moralistic trust is that they trust people who they do 
not know and who are different from them without expecting anything in return. Moral-
istic trust is formed early in life during the socialization process in the family and is 
stable thereafter, i.e. it does not change with experience. Uslaner observes a moral ele-
ment in this kind of trust because there is a duty to treat others as you want to be treated 
and because it plays an essential role in community building and maintaining. On the 
other hand, strategic trust depends on the expectation of someone acting in a certain 
way, for example returning a favour. This variety of trust depends on experience, is high-
ly mutable and is usually related to people we know or, at least, that are like ourselves. 
From these two varieties of trust, Uslaner (2002) makes the crucial distinction between 
trust that depends on experience and trust that does not. He refers to the first as gener-
alized trust or trust on strangers or people different from us; and to the second as par-
ticularized trust or trust on people we know or that are like us. Institutional trust or trust 
on the Government and other institutions is also a type of experience-dependent trust, 
and there is evidence of a relationship between trust in institutions and attitudes towards 
immigration (Halapuu et al., 2013: 575-577).

Uslaner (2002) has made a connection between generalized trust and attitudes to-
wards immigrants too: «People with faith in others are also supportive of immigrants 
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[…] don’t see illegal immigrants taking jobs from natives. And they have far more fa-
vourable views of legal immigrants than mistrusters» (2002: 196). Previous studies have 
found a relationship between trust understood as trust in strangers and attitudes towards 
immigration, with more trusting individuals holding more positive attitudes (Herreros 
and Criado, 2009; Economidou et al., 2017). 

Two substantive hypotheses can be derived from Uslaner’s theory and in relation to 
attitudes towards others:

H
1
. Generalized trust predicts attitudes towards refugees. Those high in generalized 

trust show more positive attitudes towards refugees.
H

2
. Variables that depend on experience predict attitudes towards refugees better than 

their experience influenced counterparts.

2. Refugees as strangers in contemporary Spain

There is evidence of an increase in xenophobic attitudes in Europe in connection to 
the large number of arrivals of immigrants, especially when coupled with the ongoing 
economic and financial crisis (Raines et al., 2017). The European Commission against 
Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) pointed out in its 2015 Annual Report that «refugees, 
asylum seekers and other migrants entering Europe […] often face a grim reception, 
characterised by detention, insufficient social assistance and a hostile public opinion in 
most European countries» (ECRI, 2015: 10-11, 13-14).

But the concept of immigrant lacks specificity (Serrano-Maillo et al., 2008). Both 
football stars and asylum seekers are immigrants and it is unlikely that they evoke the 
same attitudes in the general population. In fact, significant differences in attitudes to-
wards groups of immigrants have been found in empirical studies (Ford, 2011; Heath 
and Richards, 2016; Raines et al., 2017). It can be argued that undocumented refugees 
present certain particularities as a group of immigrants.

There exists a growing body of research on determinants of attitudes towards immi-
gration, though most studies have concentrated on the systemic level of analysis. For 
example, there is evidence connecting authoritarian and ethnocentric values (Hainmul-
ler and Hiscox, 2010; Ford, 2011), economic insecurity (Burns and Gimpel, 2000), per-
ceived threats to national identity (Kaufmann and Harris, 2005) and political conserva-
tism (Economidou et al., 2017) on one hand and more negative attitudes towards immi-
grants on the other. In particular, explanations of attitudes towards immigrants based on 
trust are usually contrasted in the literature with those with an economic base such as 
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economic insecurity, political economy or fiscal burden theories (Hainmueller and Hop-
kins, 2014), or group threat theory (Blalock, 1967; Quillian, 1995). Tests of the econom-
ic dimension of group threat theory at the individual level have relied on subjective 
concerns about the financial situation at the personal or national level (Salamonska, 
2016). Intergroup contact theory has been as well used to explain attitudes towards im-
migrants as members of an out-group (Allport, 1979), with recent studies supporting 
this hypothesis (Andreescu, 2011; McLaren 2003; Valentova and Berzosa, 2012). Again, 
we can assume that this factor depends on experience. Finally, many authors suggest that 
many Europeans believe that immigration is associated with more crime (Meuleman et 
al., 2016), though empirical evidence does not support this relationship at the objective 
level (Serrano-Maillo et al., 2008).

3. Methods

3.1. Sample

To test our hypothesis about the relationship between generalized trust and attitudes 
towards refugees in Spain we will use data from the seventh wave of the European So-
cial Survey (ESS 2014) 1. The ESS follows a cross-sectional design using probability 
samples and has been conducted biannually in Europe since 2002. Its universe is com-
posed by all people aged 15 and over. The ESS is administered face-to-face in the re-
spondent’s home by trained interviewers following a standardised approach and with the 
assistance of computers (CAPI). Minimum effective sample size in each country is 
1500. The ESS is an academically driven survey, its quality is considered high according 
to international standards, and is widely used for social research.

3.2. Measurement

The ESS questionnaire allowed the estimation of the variables of interest involved in 
our hypotheses. It is customary to use survey data to test individual level conjectures 
(Thornberry and Krohn, 2000). I will describe the dependent, independent and control 
variables, as well as the theoretical rationale for their inclusion in the study.

1  Data for the eight wave had not yet been released for Spain when this paper was written.
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Attitudes towards refugees. The ESS questionnaire includes in its seventh wave 
some items regarding attitudes towards immigrants. But, as we have seen, refugees are 
just one type of immigrants and it is too vague. Participants were asked about whether 
the Government should be generous judging applications for refugee status. Substantive 
answers were «Disagree strongly», «Disagree», «Neither agree nor disagree», «Agree» 
and «Agree strongly». Answers were recoded so that higher values mean opinions more 
favourable to Government being generous judging applications for refugee status.

Most people can be trusted. Three items in the ESS inquiry about whether most 
people can be trusted, try to take advantage of you, and are helpful might be related to 
trust. Using all three items is consistent with a usual strategy to reduce measurement 
error in the frame of classical test theory and with criticisms towards the first of the 
items when used in isolation (Crepaz et al., 2014; Reeskens and Hooghe, 2008). Uslan-
er, though, makes the strong point that the «most people can be trusted» single item 
(Rosenberg 1956: 690) is the only valid one to measure generalized trust and that re-
search should be confined to it (Uslaner, 2002: 68-74). We will follow his advice in this 
paper.

Following Uslaner (2002), our nuclear independent variable is estimated with the 
single item about whether most people can be trusted or you can’t be too careful. Par-
ticipants could answer using a 11-point ordinal scale from «You can’t be too careful» to 
«Most people can be trusted». Higher values represent higher degrees of trust.

Institutional trust. A battery of seven items about the degree of interviewees’ trust in 
the country’s parliament, in the legal system, in politicians, in the European Parliament, 
in the United Nations and in the police, again answerable with an 11-points scale, was 
subjected to a principal components analysis that favoured a one-factor solution. Higher 
values represent higher degrees of institutional trust. With the exception of institutional 
trust, the rest of independent variables and controls showed in this paper are based on 
single items.

TV watching and TV news. Two items question about the time per week spent on 
average watching television, one referring to total time and the other to news, politics or 
current affairs. In both cases, a card with eight categories of response from «none» to 
«more than 3 hours» was shown to the respondents for them to answer. Higher values 
mean longer exposition to TV in general and to TV news in particular.

People with whom you can discuss and how often socially meet. Two items in the 
ESS questionnaire ask about the number of persons with whom the respondent can dis-
cuss intimate and personal matters and how often the respondent socially meets with 
friends, relatives or colleagues. It can be argued that both issues are related to the inter-
viewee’s degree of trust in people he or she knows, i.e. individuals that are known to and 
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similar to the respondent. Both questions allow seven substantive responses from «none» 
to «10 or more» and from «never» to «every day». Higher values mean more people to 
discuss with and more frequent social meetings.

Victimization and fear of crime. Both variables are measured with questions that are 
usual in Criminology: whether the respondent o a member of his/her household has 
suffered a robbery or an aggression in the last five years; and whether the respondent 
feels secure walking in his/her neighbourhood at night. The question about direct and 
vicarious victimization is a dichotomy (yes=1; no=2); and the question about fear of 
crime allows four categories of response from «very safe» to «very unsafe», with higher 
values indicative of higher degree of fear.

Economic satisfaction. One item asks about the degree of satisfaction with the 
economic situation of the country. Possible answers are ranked from «completely un-
satisfied» (=0) to «completely satisfied» (=10). It is expected that, at least in Spain, 
questions about the individual situation will be affected by social desirability consid-
erations (Groves et al., 2004). This argument favours enquiring about the country´s 
situation.

Racism (boss and marriage). A battery of two items enquires about whether the re-
spondent would mind that someone from a different race or ethnic group was his/her 
boss; or married one of his/her close relatives. Items were answerable with an 11-points 
scale and higher values mean a higher level of concern and, therefore, of racism. There 
is evidence that values in general (Kury and Obergfell-Fuchs, 2008) and postmodern / 
postmaterial values in particular (Inglehart, 1997; Inglehart and Welzel, 2005) predict 
attitudes towards others.

Sociodemographic controls. Age in years; sex (1=male; 2=female); political ide-
ology from 0 (=«left») to 10 (=«right»); citizen of country, i.e. whether the respondent 
had citizenship of the country where he currently lived (1=yes; 2=no); being legally 
married (=1) or in any other situation including «in a legally registered civil union», 
«legally separated», «legally divorced/civil union dissolved», «widowed/civil partner 
died» and «none of these» (=0); religiousness, estimated with a question with 11-cat-
egories of response about the subjective consideration of being a religious person 
from «not at all» to «very religious», with higher values indicating that the respond-
ent considers him/herself more religious; size of place of residence, with five catego-
ries of response from «a big city» to «farm or home in countryside», with lower val-
ues indicating a larger place of residence; education in years; and total household 
income, with ten categories of response and higher values indicating higher resourc-
es. Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for our dependent, independent and control 
variables.
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Table 1 
Descriptive statistics of the variables used in this study

N Min Max Mean St.d.

Government should be generous judging…* 1777 1 5 3,5 1,04
Institutional trust 1582 -1,84 3,322 ,05 ,997
People with whom you can discuss 1914 0 6 3,08 1,416
How often socially meet 1927 1 7 5,22 1,499
TV watching (general) 1929 0 7 4,08 2,021
TV watching (news) 1867 0 7 2,19 1,546
Satisfied with state of economy 1914 0 10 2,89 2,186
Victimization 1926 1 2 1,74 ,439
Fear of crime 1914 1 4 1,87 ,771
Most people can be trusted 1927 0 10 4,83 2,127
Racism boss 1864 0 10 1,88 2,801
Racism marriage 1834 0 10 2,39 3,106
Age 1931 15 101 48,54 18,647
Sex 1931 1 2 1,49 ,5
Political ideology 1665 0 10 4,42 2,095
Citizen of country 1931 1 2 1,06 ,23
Legally married 1900 0 1 ,54 ,499
Religiousness 1924 0 10 4,15 2,941
Size of place of residence 1927 1 5 3,06 1,148
Education 1877 0 45 12,73 5,756
Household income 1525 1 10 4,9 2,686

*Dependent variable: «Government should be generous judging applications for refugee status». Original responses 

recoded.

4. Findings

It is possible to explore empirically our first hypothesis about the effect of general-

ized trust in attitudes towards refugees with data from Spain. Table 2 presents the results 

from three ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions predicting attitudes towards refu-

gees. In the first model, we include independent variables that depend on experience, 

including institutional trust, people with whom you can discuss and how often socially 

meet. We include in Model 2 independent variables that do not depend on experience, 

i.e. generalized trust estimated with a single item (Most people can be trusted) and two 
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estimations of racism. The third is the full model. All three models control for age, sex, 

political ideology, being legally married, holding citizenship of the country of residence, 

religiousness, size of place of residence, education, household income and country. I 

will describe the results of three statistical analysis.

Table 2 
Three OLS regressions predicting attitudes towards refugees in Spain

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

b
w(standard error)

[β]

Constant 3,576***
(,347)

[-]

3,258***
(,257)

[-]

3,45***
(,34)
[-]

Fear of crime -,154***
(,042)
[-,12]

-,12***
(,042)
[-,093]

Most people can be trusted ,041**
(,014)
[,081]

,035*
(,016)
[,069]

Racism boss NS NS

Racism marriage -,05***
(,013)
[-,148]

-,059***
(,014)
[-,17]

F 6,339*** 10,582*** 7,325***
R2

adj
,08 ,095 ,111

N 1038 1190 1113

NS: not significant; *:p<0,05; *:p<0,01; *:p<0,0005.

Additional independent variables in M
1
 and M

3
 (not shown): Institutional trust, People with whom you can discuss, 

How often socially meet, TV watching (general), TV watching (news), Satisfied with state of economy and Victimiza-

tion (in all instances, not significant).

Variables controlled: age, sex, political ideology, citizen of country, legally married, religiousness, size of place of 

residence, education and household income.

Design weights on.

Fear of crime is the only independent variable predicting attitudes toward refugees 

at the level alpha=0,05 in the first equation. The model shows that the higher the fear of 
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crime, the more negative the attitudes towards refugees. Regarding the controls, those 
who are more conservative, younger, are not legally married, live in smaller towns, are 
regular citizens and are less educated tend to hold more negative attitudes towards refu-
gees. Political ideology, age and education have the strongest effect in the model, with 
betas over 0,10 (not shown). Model 1 explains 8 per cent of the variance of the inde-
pendent variable, a percentage that improves that of a model including only the controls 
(not shown) (F=8,665; p<0,0005; R2

adj
=0,064; N=1225).

Model 2 includes as independent variables generalized trust and the two versions of 
racism. According to Uslaner’s theory, these variables have a moral basis that is crucial 
for social life. Generalized trust and the estimation of racism in relation to marriage of 
a close relative predict attitudes towards refugees in the sense expected by the theory: 
individuals who are more inclined to think that most people can be trusted and who are 
less racist show as well more favourable attitudes. This estimation of racism (marriage) 
has the strongest effect in the model. Model 2 explains 9,5 per cent of the variance of the 
attitudes towards refugees. Concerning the controls, those who are more conservative, 
younger, live in smaller towns, have higher household income and are less educated tend 
to hold more negative attitudes towards refugees. According to goodness of fit statistics, 
M

2
 is superior to Model 1, as expected by Uslaner’s theory. This evidence supports our 

second hypothesis (H
2
).

Finally, in the complete model, generalized trust, fear of crime and one of the ver-
sions of racism (marriage) are predictors of attitudes towards refugees. What about the 
controls? Those who are more conservative, younger, are not legally married, live in 
smaller towns and are less educated tend to hold more negative attitudes towards refu-
gees. Though generalized trust is far from showing the highest standardized coefficients 
in the model, its effect is not reduced in comparison to the reduced models 1 and 2. For 
example, z for the change of the unstandardized coefficients of generalized trust from 
model 2 to model 3 is just 0,333, below the 1,96 thresholds (Paternoster et al., 1998). 
This means that the effect of both variables is robust and is not affected by the inclusion 
of additional independent variables. Model 3 shows the best fit of all three equations and 
explains 11,1 per cent of the variance 2.

2 S ome assumptions of the ordinary least squares model seem to have been violated, though they have 
no impact regarding our hypothesis.
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5. Conclusions

We have found in our present work evidence favourable to a relationship between 
generalized trust and attitudes towards refugees (H

1
). Though many studies have report-

ed the effect of trust on attitudes towards immigrants, refugees are only one class of 
immigrants. Immigrants certainly form a heterogeneous category of individuals. At the 
same time, our results show that trust is far from being a single construct. Institutional 
trust or trust on institutions such as the country’s Parliament, legal system, politicians, 
political parties, the police or the European Parliament; ingroup trust or trust in individ-
uals like ourselves; and generalized trust or trust in individual different from ourselves 
are different dimensions or kinds of trust.

Uslaner suggests that generalized trust is established early in life and remains rela-
tively constant therefore. He goes on to put forward the bold argument that attitudes 
towards strangers depend more on early socialization than on later experience. Our in-
dependent variables have been assorted following that logic in our first two models: 
controlling for a host of controls, independent variables conditional on experience have 
been included in Model 1 and independent variables unrelated to experience as general-
ized trust and racist values are included in Model 2. The coefficient of determination 
corrected for the degrees of freedom confirms that, as predicted by Uslaner, Model 2 
explains attitudes towards refugees significantly better than Model 1. In other words, 
variables that depend on experience predict attitudes towards refugees better than their 
experience influenced counterparts (H

2
).

Regarding the rest of independent variables, neither TV watching in its two versions 
of general TV and news or satisfaction with state of economy predict attitudes towards 
refugees. These null findings are contrary to hypotheses such as economic competition 
(Mayda, 2006), insecurity (Garland, 2001) or mass media distortion (Kury and Ferdi-
nand, 1999; Stoop, 2007) that have been proposed in similar contexts.

The understanding of morality in the sense of whether an action is right or wrong in 
an unconditional way has received little explicit attention in social sciences (Andersen, 
1990). Guyau was among the first to notice that there were two prominent approaches 
towards morality in social sciences: one of them understood morality in individual 
terms; and the other in collective terms. In the second tradition, that can be found in 
Durkheim’s The division of labour in society, morality is equated with solidarity. This is 
the most prevalent position nowadays. Powell (2010) has reviewed five concepts of mo-
rality in theoretical Sociology and he reports that they are different versions of morality 
as a social phenomenon. The early Parsons (1935) promoted an alternative vision of 
morality, rejecting what he saw as a positivistic reaction against philosophy in social 
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sciences. Parsons, though, later followed a different path, combined with some dose of 
ambiguity. From this point of view, Uslaner’s theory might be a promising approach to 
integrate both visions of morality as an individual and as a social construct.

Regarding policy, our study suggests that factors stablished early in life play an im-
portant role in shaping attitudes towards immigrants and refugees. This points to the 
necessity of implementing early in life programs as countermeasures to the growing 
xenophobic attitudes that some researchers have identified in ample areas of the conti-
nent. This is not to say that programs that try to improve attitudes later in life cannot be 
efficient, but they might not be enough. Crucially, institutional trust and other experi-
ence-dependent attitudes might depend not only on the quality and performance of in-
stitutions but on singular, unpredictable events and be very volatile (Boelhouwer, 2016: 
14).

One important limitation of this paper must be acknowledged: the question of tem-
poral order that we cannot be addressed with our data. For example, McLaren (2012) 
suggests that concerns and attitudes towards immigration precede trust in politicians 
and political institutions and a similar argument could be made regarding generalized 
trust, i.e. having more positive attitudes towards immigrants and refugees might be tem-
porally prior to trusting people one does not know.
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