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The relevance of studying institutional 
confidence?

The role of confidence?

 Many sociologists have argued 
that institutional confidence is 
essential to the functioning of 
modern institutions.

 “ … the nature of modern institutions is 
deeply bound up with the mechanisms 
of trust in abstract system.” p. 83

 ” … the real repository of trust is in the 
abstract system, rather than the 
individual who in specific contexts 
“represent” it…” p. 85 (Giddens 1990)

A crisis in confidence?

 Since the seventies, there has been 
a growing concern for a potential 
crisis of institutional confidence.

 However, despite the abundance 
of research aiming at validating the 
decline thesis, the data have yet to 
confirm it. (Ladd 1976) (Listhaug and 
Wiberg 1995) (Norris 2012)

 Data availability

 Few points of measure in time



The current state of research in 
Canada?

 Most studies mobilize indicators of institutional confidence 

 To evaluate possible structural changes in Canadian society (Nevitte 1996) 
(Nevitte 2002)

 To assess the quality of the relationship of the citizen to governmental agencies 
(Zussman 1997)(Zussman 2011) (Crête, Pelletier et coll. 2006) (Crête, Pelletier et 
coll. 2007)

 Two longitudinal analysis of institutional confidence in Canada 

  One rely on 6 surveys covering 21 years (1974 to 1995) (Guppy and Davies 1999)

  The other also rely on 6 surveys and cover a 26-year period (1974 to 2000). 
(Roberts 2005) 



The search for institutional confidence 
questions
 Various data sources providing institutional confidence questions

 the Gallup Reports, the Environics research group, the World Value Surveys, The Association 
of Religion of Data Archives, the Canadian election study, Statistics Canada, Listening to 
Canadians project, the International Social Survey Program, God in Society in North 
America Project and the America Barometers.

 Institutional confidence question pertaining to various institutions

 the church, the public school, the educational system, the teachers, the justice system, 
judges and lawyers, the Supreme Court, major, corporation, private enterprise, big industry, 
the banking system, the House of Commons, the Parliament, political parties, national 
government, federal government, provincial government, political elite, the press, the 
media, the journalists, the mass media, the news media, the army and the police.

 Questions using different formulations

 How much confidence do you have in…?

 How much trust do you have in…?

 How confident in their ability to make a real contribution to society? etc.

 Questions asked offering different number of possibility for choice answers

 3 choices of answers, 4 choices of answers, 5 choices of answers, 7 choices of answers



Multilevel analysis

Level 1

The questions of institutional confidence grouped by institutions

1,184,112 questions of institutional confidence

Level 2

The individuals

194,947 respondents

Level 3

                                                         The surveys

63 surveys between 1974 and 2014



Construction of the dependent 
variable (1)

3 choices 
of answers

4 choices 
of answers

5 choices 
of answers

7 choices 
of answers

1 1 1 1

2

2 2 3

2 3 4

3 4 5

6

3 4 5 7

Number of answers possibilities redistributed 
on a scale from 1 to 7.



Construction of the dependent 
variable (2)

 The institutions 

 Religion

 School system

 Unions

 Justice

 Economic

 Politic

 Media

 Army

 Police



Composition of the dependent 
variable

Table 2.1

Institution Average declared 
confidence

Standard deviation Time period 
covered by surveys

Number of responses 
obtained

Number of surveys

Police 5,30 1,47 1982 à 2014 133 685  28

Éducation 4,77 1,50 1974 à 2013 107 815  32

Army 4,69 1,71 1982 à 2014 34 201  22

Justice 4,46 1,65 1974 à 2014 165 675  48

Économic 4,45 1,59 1974 à 2013 305 288  49

Religion 4,04 1,91 1974 à 2011 51 870  34

Média 3,93 1,56 1974 à 2014 87 708  41

Politic 3,57 1,67 1974 à 2014 246 935  58

Unions 3,11 1,72 1974 à 2011 50 935  36

Total 4,29 1,72 1974 à 2014 1 184 112    63













Composition of the independent 
variables

Level 2: the individuals
 Canada divided in 4 regions

 Maritimes

 Québec

 Ontario

 Western Canada (reference category) 

 Age category of the respondent

 Young (moins de 35 ans)

 Actifs (reference category) 

 Seniors (plus de 60 ans)

 Gender of the respondent

 Women

 Men (reference category)

Level 3: the surveys
 Time

 Linear time (in month) centered

 Square time centered

 Example: 

June 1974 temps= -240 months

          June 2014 temps= 240 months

 Formulation of the question

 Formulation A

How much confidence do you    have 
in…?

 Versus the other formulations



Maritimes

Western 
Canada

Canada divided by 4 regions









Limitations
 Difficulty in evaluating the 

house effect

 The effect of the target

 For example, the 
institutional elite vs the 
institutional operators 
(journalists or teachers)

 The amount of explained 
variance is low

Especially at the 
individual level

Conclusion
 No decline was detected 

between 1974 and 2014 
except for religion

 We observed a decline of 
institutional confidence for 
political and justice institutions 
that culminated in the mid-
1990 and was followed by an 
upturn around the aftermath 
of the “end” of the 
constitutional crisis.

 Since the beginning of 2000, 
institutional confidence in 
Canada is rising, not declining.



Any questions?

Thank you!
Isabelle.valois@umontreal.ca
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