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FOREWORD
For years, young people were labelled as politically 
apathetic. The debate over whether that was fair or 
otherwise was resolved by higher than average levels 
of participation in the 2016 EU referendum and the 
2017 UK General Election which followed. 2019 trends 
are still being examined.

This briefing exists to provide a snapshot of the 
academic literature in the arena of young people and 
trust. It sits alongside a fresh analysis of a field study 

commissioned by the John Smith Centre of 1,400 UK adults’ attitudes towards 
politicians and our public services.

It is one of three briefings in our Trilogy of Trust. The other two focus on women 
and those on low incomes. Collectively these three groups represent those most 
exposed to the economic crisis that will follow COVID-19. How institutions, 
governments and elected officials respond to that crisis will affect their lives more 
than most. The degree to which they trust those people and institutions matters.

The good news is that in short, there is hope. Where there is optimism, it lies 
with the young. They are less likely to consider politicians as “self-serving” or to 
consider politics “a waste of time”. Of all age groups surveyed, those aged 25-34 
are the most likely to trust their local Member of Parliament. The bad news is that 
even at its peak, this represents just 1 in 3 people. Furthermore, the more they 
read about or engage in politics, the more sceptical they become of it.

We hope this briefing stimulates debate as to why trust is so low and what can 
be done about it.

You can access all three briefings and more detail on the work of the John Smith 
Centre at www.johnsmithcentre.com.

Kezia Dugdale
Director of the John Smith Centre
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OUR MISSION
The John Smith Centre exists to:

• Make the positive case for politics and public service.

• Promote civilised debate across the United Kingdom and to defend 
representative democracy, rooted in high quality research.

• Support people with talent, but not the means, to access politics 
and public life.

We set out to fulfil this mission through a number of activities 
including:

• Academic and practical research
• Employability initiatives
• Events, conferences and discussion panels
• Internship and leadership programmes 
• The John Smith Public Service Award

You can follow all our work and discover details of our forthcoming 
events by visiting our website: www.johnsmithcentre.com

Acknowledgements

The field study commissioned by the John Smith Centre was designed 
by Professor Chris Carman and Dr Fraser McMillan from the University 
of Glasgow and conducted in 2019.
 
In January 2020, IPPR was commissioned to analyse the data and to 
provide a snapshot of other academic literature in the area. Specific 
thanks should go to Rachel Statham, Senior Research fellow.



5

THE AGE GAP
Young People and Trust

INTRODUCTION

Young people’s attitudes towards and participation in politics has been the 
subject of considerable political interest over recent years. The decade following 
the 2008 financial crisis has been shaped by declining levels of political support, 
and trust in key political institutions. Low trust levels and disillusionment with 
political actors and institutions in the UK have been noted phenomena since 
the mid-1970s (Citrin 1974). In Europe and the United States, rising support for 
populist politicians, including the radical right AfD party in Germany and Donald 
Trump in the US, has been linked to low levels of political trust (Norris & Inglehart 
2019). In the UK, support for leaving the EU, and hence the EU referendum and 
the reorientation of British politics since, has been linked to low levels of trust 
in politicians (Hobolt 2016). Against this backdrop, understanding trust and 
attitudes towards politics amongst young people is key to understanding longer 
term trends, and potentially political prospects in the future.

In the UK, trust amongst young people, as across the general population, is low. 
Compared to our neighbours across Western Europe, reported trust amongst 
young people in the UK is below average (Chevalier 2019)1. We know that young 
people (aged 18-24) in the UK report lower levels of political knowledge than 
older people and are the least likely to have participated in politics (Uberoi and 
Johnston 2019). Levels of political participation amongst young people have 
been historically low, and in the UK and across Europe they are lower than for the 
population as a whole (Mycock and Tongue 2012; Kitanova 2019).
We know young people voted very differently to older people at the EU 
referendum (Hobolt 2016), and at elections since. Intergenerational cleavages 
are increasingly defining the UK’s political landscape (Sloam and Henn 2019). 
By looking to better understand political trust amongst young people, we can 
begin to understand the factors shaping how young people think and feel about 
politics, and how they participate in it.

AGE EFFECTS, LIFE CYCLE EFFECTS AND GENERATIONAL EFFECTS

When we look at how age affects trust, there are some important distinctions 
to make. Some age effects will be just that – describing differences in attitudes 
between different age groups. We might also encounter life cycle effects, which 
describe how people’s attitudes change over different stages of their life: this 
would describe, for example, a consistent tendency amongst young people over 
generations to make a more optimistic evaluation of their future prospects, or for 
the same people to make less positive evaluations in their 50s (and for that pattern 

1 Analysis based on data from 2002-2014
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to be evident across generations). Generational effects describe differences in 
attitudes amongst a particular generation, or cohort, of respondents, compared 
to others at the same age or stage. This might be linked to a particular common 
experience, for example of having lived through or come of age during a major 
event such as a war or an economic crisis, or during a particular period.

Findings discussed in this briefing are presented as age effects: we describe 
differences in attitude by age, but do not compare to other generations at the 
same stage in their lives. Some existing research suggests generational effects 
might be shaping political trust amongst millennials,2 who may demonstrate less 
trust in institutions compared to older generations (Botsman 2017). It may also 
be the case that certain age groups, no matter what era they are born in, tend to 
be more or less trusting.

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE

Political trust amongst young people is of particular interest in relation to 
political participation. Lower levels of political participation – and particularly 
voting – amongst young people is a long-established trend in the UK as in other 
established democracies (Hooghe 2017). In recent years, however, shifts in young 
people’s political participation have put their trust in politics in the spotlight.

In the UK, the EU referendum bucked the trend of low levels of political participation 
amongst young people at elections, with an estimated 70% of 18-24 year olds 
and 67% of 25-39 year olds turning out to vote (Bruter and Harrison 2017). At 
the 2017 General Election the following year, high voter turnout amongst young 
people became a noted feature of the campaign and analysis of the election 
result. Researchers and commentators analysing claims of a “Youthquake” 
established a pattern of increasing rates of participation and turnout at elections 
amongst young people in the UK between 2010-2015 (Hooghe 2018; Sturgis and 
Jennings 2019).
More recently, debate about young people’s participation in elections – and 
particularly, at the age at which young people should be entitled to vote – have 
been gaining ground. In the UK, the Scottish Parliament voted in 2015 to give 16 
and 17 year olds a vote, following votes at 16 in 2014’s Scottish independence 
referendum. Evidence from Scotland suggests that young voters do not just 
“follow the lead” of others critically, but are capable of forming their own political 
opinions – aided by conversations about elections in the classroom (Eichhorn 
2018).

THE AGE GAP
Young People and Trust

2 Millennials are defined as those born between 1981-1996. These individuals will currently be aged 24-39  
 (Pew Research 2019).
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KEY FINDINGS

We have undertaken new analysis for this briefing of a 2019 survey commissioned 
by the John Smith Centre, of 1,424 people living in Scotland, Wales and England. 
We found that a greater proportion of young people (aged under 30) reported 
higher levels of political trust as compared to older people. As with the general 
population, however, levels of trust among young people remain low. Only 1 in 5 
young people reported high levels of trust in elected politicians, and just 22% of 
young people reported high levels of trust in UK government.

Young people trust political institutions considerably less than other key 
institutions. When asked about the extent to which they trust particular 
institutions, just 1 in 5 young people reported high levels of trust in the civil 
service, UK government or elected politicians. Similarly, only 1 in 5 young people 
reported high levels of trust in the print media, which again suggests that 
consuming media might be fostering distrust amongst young people.

Figure 1: Young people report highest levels of trust in the police, courts, BBC 
and high street banks – and lower levels of trust in key political institutions

Young people were more likely to report high levels of trust in the police than any 
other key institution, followed by the courts, high street banks, and the BBC. Local 
MPs and councils won more trust than national political institutions, but trust 
in political institutions was consistently low. These numbers echo findings from 
Ipsos MORI’s Veracity Index, in which politicians were the least trusted profession 
of any rated by respondents across the UK (Ipsos MORI, 2019).
If we compare levels of political trust amongst young people and the rest of the 
population (aged 30 or older), young people reported higher levels of trust. A 
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greater share of young people reported high levels of trust in politicians than 
the rest of the population, and a greater share of young people were convinced 
that politicians fulfil their pledges. Looking across different age groups, only 21% 
of 18-24 year olds, and 18% of 25-34 year olds reported strong levels of trust in 
elected politicians – but this was considerably higher than in older age groups.

Figure 2 shows the proportion of people surveyed in each age group that reported 
high levels of trust in politicians. More than 1 in 5 18-24 year olds reported high 
levels of trust, making young people the most trusting age group surveyed. 
Eighteen per cent of 25-34 year olds also reported high levels of trust, suggesting 
younger people are more trusting than older people in general. Trust levels fell for 
older age groups, with 45-54 year olds reporting the lowest average trust levels.

Figure 2: Young people report the highest levels of trust in politicians of any 
age group

These findings are in line with conclusions made by Jennings, Stoker and Twyman 
(2016) who found that young people were less likely than older people to see 
politicians as “self-serving”. The same study found that 18-24-year olds were the age 
group least likely to agree that politics was a “waste of time” (Jennings et al. 2016). As 
outlined above these are ‘age effects’ and further work will be required to see if these 
trends change throughout the lifecycle - or if they are generational or cohort effects.

If we look at engagement with the news amongst young people, we find that greater 
engagement does not appear to foster political trust. Figure 3 shows reported 
trust in politicians amongst young people (aged 18-30). A smaller proportion of 
young people who read the news daily or more frequently reported high levels of 
trust as compared to their peers who read the news less regularly. This difference 
suggests that engagement with politics amongst young people could be driving or 
reflecting greater scepticism, rather than fostering trust.
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Figure 3: Young people who read the news daily report higher levels of trust 
in politicians than their peers

The role of education may be key in understanding varying levels of political 
trust amongst young people. Within our sample, a greater proportion of young 
people with degrees reported high levels of trust in politicians as compared 
to young people without a degree-level qualification.3 Higher educational 
attainment has been consistently linked with higher levels of various forms of 
trust (Ortiz-Ospina & Roser 2020). As growing numbers of young people are 
accessing and participating in higher education, we might expect to see an 
increasing proportion of young people reporting higher levels of trust. Existing 
research has pointed to growing access to higher education as a force which is 
re-shaping traditional class-based voting coalitions within UK politics (Jennings 
and Stoker 2017).
Annual surveys on trust amongst young people by the Young Women’s Trust 
(YWT) suggest that democratic engagement does not always translate into 
trust in politicians. The results of a 2017 survey of 4,000 young people found 
that almost 3 in 5 18-30 year olds in the UK (of all genders) reported a fall in 
confidence in politicians over the past year, while levels of interest in politics rose 
(YWT 2017).
TRUST IN KEY INSTITUTIONS BY AGE

When asked about the extent to which they trust key institutions in the UK, 
responses tend to vary across different age groups. When it comes to trust in 
UK government, 18-24 year olds reported the highest levels of trust of any age 
group, with more than 1 in 5 reporting high levels of trust.
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Figure 4: Young people report the highest levels of trust in UK government
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Amongst young people, trust levels were closer to the population as a whole.
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Figure 6: 6 in 10 people aged over 65 report high levels of trust in the police.

 
 
Conclusions 
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the institution the highest proportion of young people placed their trust in, followed by high 
street banks, the courts, and the BBC. Trust levels amongst young people remain markedly 
low, however, when it comes to key political institutions including the UK government and 
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Despite this, a greater proportion of young people report high levels of trust in politicians and 
of central government than any other age group. More than 1 in 5 18-24 year olds reported 
high levels of trust in politicians, making them the most trusting age group surveyed. 
 
Only 1 in 5 young people reported high levels of trust in print media, and of young people 
surveyed, those who read the news more frequently were less likely to report high levels of 
trust in politicians than their peers who reported being less engaged with current affairs.   
 
With growing numbers of young people accessing higher education, we might expect trust 
levels to be increasing amongst younger age groups. But as intergenerational inequality rises 
up the political agenda and the economic fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic looks to 
disproportionately harm the employment prospects of young people, the political landscape 
is shifting – particularly for this generation. Understanding the drivers of political trust, and 
participation, amongst young people may be key to fostering their engagement in politics and 
public life over the years ahead. 
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CONCLUSIONS

Young people report relatively high levels of trust in a range of key institutions. 
The police are the institution the highest proportion of young people placed 
their trust in, followed by high street banks, the courts, and the BBC. Trust levels 
amongst young people remain markedly low, however, when it comes to key 
political institutions including the UK government and the civil service.

Despite this, a greater proportion of young people report high levels of trust in 
politicians and of central government than any other age group. More than 1 in 5 
18-24 year olds reported high levels of trust in politicians, making them the most 
trusting age group surveyed.

Only 1 in 5 young people reported high levels of trust in print media, and of 
young people surveyed, those who read the news more frequently were less 
likely to report high levels of trust in politicians than their peers who reported 
being less engaged with current affairs.

With growing numbers of young people accessing higher education, we might 
expect trust levels to be increasing amongst younger age groups. But as 
intergenerational inequality rises up the political agenda and the economic fallout 
from the COVID-19 pandemic looks to disproportionately harm the employment 
prospects of young people, the political landscape is shifting – particularly for 
this generation. Understanding the drivers of political trust, and participation, 
amongst young people may be key to fostering their engagement in politics and 
public life over the years ahead.
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