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Abstract: Social trust, the faith we place in strangers, is a fundamental attribute of democratic 

societies. We investigate several causal assertions regarding the development of social trust, 

using data collected from Romanian high school students within a multi-level, panel research 

design. We find that diversity in the classroom has a negative effect. Peer influence, in the form 

of the class-mean of trust, has a lasting impact on respondents. Associational membership does 

not directly affect trust but interacts with the peer-effect so that the class-mean is not a 

significant factor in explaining the level of social trust among students who do not belong to an 

organization. The findings support cultural theories of social trust and point to the potentially 

positive role educational policy might play in encouraging trust among youths.  
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Social trust is the faith you place in people who you do not know. Trusting strangers 

increases the possibilities that groups will overcome collective action problems and encourages 

cooperative behavior among people who do not otherwise have a relationship (Coleman 1990; 

Newton 1999; Putnam 1993; Uslaner 2002). In addition, social trust has been shown to serve as a 

bond that enhances social cohesion, bringing and keeping people together with a sense of 

community (Marschall and Stolle 2004; Putnam 2000; Uslaner 2002; Woolcock 2001). Social 

trust contributes to a host of other desirable outcomes such as encouraging of norms of 

reciprocity, tolerance, and civic morality, all of which are necessary features of good governance 

under democratic institutions (Sullivan and Transue 1999; Letki 2006). Beyond good citizenship, 

improvements in group task orientation and completion are additional dividends associated with 

social trust (Colquitt, Scott, and LePine 2007). 

  In recent years, both experimental and survey-based studies have turned out an 

impressive amount of evidence on the possible determinants of trust. In reviewing these works, 

Hardin concludes that “there is relatively little to learn about trust from these two massive 

research programs” (2006, 74). Nannestad (2008) laments the fact that the field has produced 

little consensus about social trust and its correlates. We see major divergences regarding 

conceptualization and measurement, how to address endogeneity problems, and what variables to 

include in the modeling. 

The literature also lacks agreement regarding the extent to which trust can be changed by 

life experiences with some arguing that trust is largely shaped during early childhood (Uslaner 

2002) or even before, as an outgrowth of genetic dispositions (Sturgis et. al. 2010). Yet, others 

argue that interpersonal experiences accumulate overtime and may lead to increases or decreases 

in faith in others (Dehay and Newton 2005, 318; Pettigrew 1998, 78). Less direct than our day-
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to-day experiences, the faith we place in strangers may be based on favorable perceptions held 

by the truster about others, and these perceptions reflect, in part, her assessment regarding the 

breadth and depth of shared social values among members of a community (Dinesen 2011). 

If life experiences shape and reshape social trust, then additional questions are raised 

regarding the types of experiences that trigger change and the extent to which social trust is 

transferable across time and context. More precisely, the present analysis joins a rapidly growing 

body of research that links exposure to cultural diversity to social trust; yet here too, we find 

divergent empirical findings. Findings in the literature show that cultural diversity may either 

encourage or discourage the creation of shared values, and by implication social trust, among 

individuals. Our research investigates these competing claims within the context of high school 

classrooms in Romania, asking two interrelated questions: 1) To what degree does cultural 

diversity in the classroom enhance or depreciate social trust among high school students? 2) Are 

changes in social trust among high school students persistent or temporary? We draw data from 

two national multi-level, panel surveys of Romanian high school students. 

Analyses that take into account the micro-macro interplay between cultural diversity and 

trust usually are limited to data with high levels of aggregation (e.g. Putnam 2007). However, we 

know that the societal-level context seldom captures one‟s relevant experience in a community. 

Rather, encounters with neighbors and peers operate on a lower level of aggregation and 

overshadow the broader community or locality dimensions of cultural diversity (Dinesen and 

Sønderskov 2012).  

Romania offers interesting case attributes for our research questions. Social trust in post-

communist countries tend to be low relative to other parts of the world, and Romania is not an 

exception (Delhey and Newton 2005; Voicu 2005). Romania is plagued with problems of 
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corruption, political gridlock, and perennial economic crises, creating a difficult environment for 

trust to develop (Gallagher 2009). In some respects, these problems and their context are logical 

extensions of the communist regime it replaced, which aggravated ethnic divisions during harsh 

austerity that was imposed in the 1980s. The experience left an imprint of mistrust along ethnic 

lines (Verdery 1993). Moreover, in the 1990‟s Romania saw the rise of economic inequality 

typical of many transitional societies (Deininger and Squire 1996). Yet, it is precisely because of 

these conditions that make studying social trust worthwhile in this case. Educational institutions 

may hold the key to reversing a trend of mistrust since education is at the foundation of a 

universal welfare state (Rothstein and Uslaner 2005, 72). Our study allows us to evaluate the 

effect cultural diversity in the classroom has on social trust, which speaks to the impact 

educational settings might have in shaping social trust.     

The multi-level, panel design makes our analysis one of very few that can capture 

changes in individual levels of social trust over time and model these changes according to 

individual and intermediate (mezzo) level characteristics. The data allow us to test several 

theoretical propositions that operate on the intermediate level of social life, such as the impact of 

peer pressure (average level of trust) in a particular classroom or a particular school in the face of 

cultural diversity. 

Using high school student data is attractive for several reasons. Schools are considered an 

important setting for the development of political and social attitudes (Andolina et al. 2003; 

Niemi and Sobieszek 1977). Subjects spend a large amount of time in school, yet have little 

control over their context, for example who their classmates will be. The school setting permits 

us to trace subjects and their colleagues over several years. Thus, we can evaluate the extent to 

which students‟ high school experience shapes levels of social trust. In addition, relationships 
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between ethnic diversity and out-group relations are more likely to be found at the mezzo level 

of analysis, in this case the school (Dinesen 2011; Forbes 2004). At lower levels of aggregation, 

such as a classroom, inter-ethnic contact is inevitable since children from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds attend school together and cannot refrain from interacting with each other in 

various situations (Bruegel 2005, 5). 

The two panel data sets span a four-year period (2008-2012). Panel 1
1
 samples first-year 

high school students in two waves: time1 was applied one month after the start of the school year 

began and time2 was applied shortly before the end of their first year.
2
  Panel 2

3
 also drew a 

sample and applied two waves of surveys: time1 was applied at the beginning of students‟ second 

year (on an entirely different sample from the sample used in Panel 1), and time2 was conducted 

three years later shortly before students graduated. Both samples are national scope and 

representative of ethnic Romanian high school students. The mean number of respondents per 

class is 24 (median=25) in Panel 1 and 13 (median=13) in Panel 2, so response rates average 

approximately 80 percent and 43.3 percent respectively. The lower figure for Panel 2 is due to 

higher attrition of the sample over a three-year period. 

The design allows us to address our primary research questions regarding the direction 

and intensity of changes in social trust among students who attend school relative to cultural 

diversity in their setting. The design further allows us to estimate the extent to which observed 

                                                           
1
 The High School Soros survey was conducted between October 2010 and May 2011. The study was commissioned 

by Soros Foundation, Romania, and conducted by Totem Communications. The panel sample was drawn through a 

random process stratified by type of school (high school and vocational school), cultural region, and locality size 

(rural, urban < 100,000, and urban > 100,000). Once a class was selected, all students in that class were asked to 

respond. The sample resulted in 2023 respondents, representing 45 schools from 36 localities with an average school 

size of approximately 500 enrolled students. 
2
 More than 95 percent of the Romanian students who complete eight grades of schooling continue their studies at a 

secondary school. The state assigns students to a school based the results of a national exam and student preferences. 

Consequently, most students begin secondary school with few classmates from their previous institution.   
3
 The Center for the Study of Democracy, Babeş-Bolyai University conducted the EDUCIV survey between May 

2006 and May 2009. Using the same sampling procedure (random stratified) as Panel 1, 435 respondents were 

retained over the three-year period, representing 20 schools from six localities. 
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variance is retained, across a student‟s first year and students‟ second to fourth years in 

secondary school. At the same time, inclusion of micro and mezzo-level explanatory variables 

allow us to address the current debate about the impact of cultural diversity on social cohesion 

and the wider consequences this may have for society.  

In the next section we develop the concept of social trust and explain our choice of 

measures. We then propose hypotheses derived from theoretical assertions and empirical 

findings in the literature. We continue with an evaluation of these hypotheses using longitudinal 

data. Our concluding discussion considers the impact of exposure to ethnic diversity on social 

trust of the members of a majority and the extent to which we might generalize our findings to 

other contexts of cultural diversity. 

Measuring trust: The borders of moral community   

Social trust, or faith that we place in strangers, is analytically distinct from “knowledge-

based trust,” which requires information about a person before we trust him or her (Yamagishi 

and Yamagishi, 1994). Information might be based on frequent contact with people we know 

well, for example relatives, friends, or co-workers, producing strategic trust. Alternatively, 

information might be indirect and extend to certain attributes we share with others, such as 

ethnicity or religion, producing particularized trust. Social trust is different than either strategic 

or particularized trust because it does not presume prior knowledge or experience.
4
 Instead, 

social trust is said to serve as a bridging mechanism across social boundaries, and thus transcend 

social diversity (Putnam 1993). Moreover, there is wide acknowledgement that social trust 

matters most for “getting things done” since it spans the broadest reaches of the moral 

community, and as a result, is more relevant for overcoming collective action dilemmas (Uslaner 

2002 ch.5). 

                                                           
4
 For a full discussion of the distinctions among strategic, particularized, and social trust, see Uslaner (2005, ch.3) 
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Despite its moral component, social trust has been hypothesized by several authors to be 

largely a product of rational calculations: I will trust you if I believe that your motivations are 

consistent with my interests, those interests conceived in the broadest sense relative to the issue 

at hand (e.g. Hardin 2006, 68). Social trust as a product of strategic interaction is usefully 

considered within a game theoretic framework: an individual should take into account not only 

the rationality of all agents but the likely rational calculations of all agents. In other words, one‟s 

own approach to “how to play” with others depends on one‟s perceptions of the strategies likely 

to be employed by the other players. The supposition implies that cooperative behavior is a 

mutually reinforcing phenomenon – the reason you may believe most other people will cooperate 

(or not) is because you also believe that others have faith in people like you to “play honestly” 

(or not). Choosing to cooperate should not be understood as resulting exclusively from what the 

individual thinks about her own moral orientation (i.e., if she believes most other people are 

honest), or her own utility-function, but also what she believes “other people” think about her 

(and all other people‟s) trustworthiness and utility-function(s). The research challenge is that 

somehow, the real-life context in which the game is played must be taken into account. Thus, the 

context in which the game is played becomes an essential element in understanding the mutual 

expectations of the players about the actions and expectations of other players (Aumann and 

Dreze 2005). 

The decision to trust, therefore, cannot be derived from simple rational calculations based 

on past experiences when others were trustworthy. Rather, trust is more likely the result of a 

blending of direct and indirect experience, knowledge about norms of behavior, and a 

fundamental attitudinal disposition (Jefferies 2002, 133; Frietag and Traunmüller 2009). This 

personality-based form of trust has been referred to by scholars as moral trust (Uslaner 2002; 
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2006), dispositional trust (Kramer, 1999), generalized trust (Stack, 1978), and trust propensity 

(Mayer et al., 1995), all of which create a filter that alters one‟s interpretations of others‟ actions. 

In this way, our own “observations are theory-laden” (Grovier 1994, 174), and thus people who 

are trusting retain the dispositional component of social trust even after trustworthiness can be 

inferred. Colquitt, Scott, and LePine (2007) show through meta-analysis that trust propensity is 

the key driver of a cognitive “leap” beyond the expectations that reason and experience alone 

would warrant, affecting the trust decision independently from other information that would 

suggest trustworthiness. 

Survey-based studies of social trust normally use as their measurement instrument the 

question, “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you can‟t 

be too careful in dealing with people?” The responses are recorded either on a binary scale (GSS 

and WVS) or on an 11-point Likert scale (ESS). The use of this question has been found to have 

several validity problems, since it leaves a number of crucial interpretations to respondents. If 

trust is considered as a relationship where A trusts some specific B with respect to some specific 

x, it is obvious that the commonly-used trust question is underspecified. Here the respondents 

will have to fill in their own specifications, which may or may not vary widely among individual 

respondents or groups of respondents.
5
  

Assessments of measurement validity with regard to the standard survey-based trust 

questions focus on the equivocacy of the “most people” frame. Making reference to most people 

when asking about social trust may unintentionally lead respondents to think about the trust they 

have in people like them, not strangers who transcend lines of social diversity (Reeskens and 

Hooghe, 2002; Delhey and Newton, 2005). At the same time, the standard question of social 

                                                           
5
 Another approach in the study of diversity would be to use a measure of trust that is experiential and more likely to 

be affected by context (see for instance Stolle, Soroka, and Johnston 2008). 
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trust most likely elicits responses as to whether one trusts members of one‟s self-defined “moral 

community” (Uslaner 2002). This community could include mostly people who are similar to the 

respondents, or could be broader, including people about whom the respondent has no 

information. If the inclusiveness or exclusiveness of people‟s moral communities varies, this 

makes responses difficult to compare. If the variance includes how one evaluates trust in a 

context of social diversity, then we should expect diverging findings as to the effects of a 

culturally diverse context on social trust.  

Previous studies on Romania have found that the questions asking about the level of trust 

respondents have in people of a different ethnicity and people of a different religion are strongly 

correlated with a latent variable of social trust, the type of trust referring to a broad "moral 

community." Whereas trust in family members, in people of the same ethnicity, and in people of 

the same religion correlate more to the variable of knowledge-based trust and much less with 

trust in strangers (e.g. Bădescu 2003).
6
 For our analysis of Romanian high school students, social 

trust is measured as an aggregate measure of trust in strangers, people of other religions, and 

people of other ethnicities. Crombach‟s Alpha for these components is 0.68 in each of the two 

waves of Panel 1, and 0.67 for each of the two waves in Panel 2. Thus, we are confident that the 

three dimesnions contribute to a common syndrome, and that the syndrome reflects the 

perceptions of moral community in Romania.  

Determinants of social trust 

                                                           
6
 A series of more recent surveys show a somewhat different dimensional structure of interpersonal trust: trust in 

family members and in people you know define one dimension, whereas trust in strangers, in people of different 

ethnicity and religion, as well as trust in Romanians and trust in colleagues, define together a second dimension 

(Bădescu and Sum 2011). Given the data available, we can only speculate on the possible reasons for such a change 

in dimensionality. It could be the result of a change in the structure and content of the social ties among friends and 

acquaintances that has taken place during the post-communist transition, from strong and deeply personal to more 

diverse and weak relationships (Volker and Flap 2003). For this study, we use the more conservative index. 
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Discord regarding the conceptualization of social trust extends to how malleable social 

trust can be and what factors contribute to its development (or erosion). Do we trust strangers 

based on, at least in part, our assessment of the people to whom and contexts to which we are 

exposed? If so, experiential theories, which emphasize how individual trust in the generalized 

other is formed by experiences in the environment in which they live, explain why we place faith 

in strangers (Dinesen, 2010; Glanville and Paxton, 2007). Alternatively, cultural theories posit 

social trust as a stable character trait formed early in life by cultural transmission and largely 

immune to later influences (Uslaner, 2002). The primary influence is parents, but schools and 

other cultural institutions play a role in shaping these early impressions. 

We expect social trust to follow the pattern of other political attitudes: variable 

adolescents who are exposed to an odyssey of new experiences (Jennings and Niemi 1974; 

1981). However, the degree of variance is unclear. Experiential theories predict that social trust 

will be highly variable due to the volume and wide range of experiences to which high school 

students are exposed. Cultural theory proponents expect minimal variance, since high school 

students‟ sense of moral reasoning is already developed for the most part. In either case, whether 

high or low variance, we still confront a problem of identifying the causal factors within a 

particular context. We consider several competing mechanisms that explain the expected 

variance; yet these produce contradictory expectations. 

Homophily: individuals are more comfortable around people like themselves; thus, 

people will trust strangers who exhibit these qualities of social comfort, although perceived 

comfort may take two distinct forms (Alesina and Ferrara 2005; Forbes 1997; Messick and 

Kramer 2001). One variant of homophily is similarity, which refers to superficial assessments of 

others based on distinguishing characteristics such as ethnicity or religion. As a result, we expect 
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individuals to base social trust on social congruence to others in a community, or in our case, a 

classroom (Oberg, Oskarsson, and Svensson 2009). A second form of homophily, homogeneity, 

relaxes the importance of physical attributes in favor of mutual expectations among individuals. 

Network analysis shows that under many circumstances, individuals gravitate toward people like 

themselves, in an effort to “best guess” who would be the most productive partners and team 

members in collective endeavors (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001). Based on this 

largely sub-conscious gravitational pull, and especially when one perceives signals of low social 

conflict and dense social networks, people expect trustworthy behavior from others irrespective 

of their own social position, and reciprocate based on this expectation (Oberg, Oskarsson, 

Svensson 2009).  

With either, similarity or homogeneity, homophily theory predicts that people will 

interact more with individuals who possess shared characteristics. These could be ethnicity or 

religion, age or gender, but may extend to more abstract social attributes or attitudes such as 

valuing cosmopolitanism. The tendency, in turn, will likely reinforce perceptions that lines of 

cultural or social diversity are relevant distinctions. As a result, from the perspective of 

homophily, diverse contexts are expected to produce little social trust and may even contribute to 

a decrease in its level.  

Contact theory: this line of research predicts that interethnic contact diminishes 

stereotypes and prejudices. Contact theory asserts that interaction with those who you perceive to 

be different can be important for the building of an overarching (bridging) identity, or a trust, 

that transcends group boundaries (Bobo 1988; Dovidio and Gaertner 1999; Tajfel and Turner 

1986). Through contact, distinctions between in-groups and out-groups erode and out-group 

solidarity becomes enhanced, thus lowering tendencies toward exclusion such as ethnocentrism.  
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Most recognize that the context through which contact occurs is important, and may be 

determining, with regard to the result (Pettigrew 1998; Pettigrew and Tropp 2006; Dinesen 

2011). Allport (1954) developed four conditions that increase the likelihood that interactions 

among individuals who consider themselves to be different will lead to better relationships: (1) 

contact is of a non-trivial nature, (2) the contact between different ethnic groups is likely to be 

between individuals of equal status, (3) this interaction enjoys institutional support, and (4) 

contact is likely to involve some element of common intergroup cooperation. 

A shortcoming of contact theory, as it applies to social trust, is its emphasis on 

relationships that will bridge lines of distinction. Interpersonal exchanges may contribute to 

social cohesion but social trust does not necessarily follow from social cohesion. The focus of 

contact theory has been the extension of a knowledge-based form of trust, either strategic or 

particularized, not of trust in people we do not know. In fact, knowledge-based trust does not 

appear to be the basis through which social trust is built. As Uslaner points out: “Particularized 

trusters are wary of strangers, but they have faith in a wider range of people than „pure‟ strategic 

trusters” (2002, 34). However, in Romania, one‟s moral community is defined not only through 

one‟s faith in strangers but one‟s faith in people from different ethnicities and religions (Bădescu 

2003). Thus, Romania provides a context worth testing the assertions derived from contact 

theory. 

We propose two additional mechanisms that may add to an explanation of social trust. 

Extrapolation: considers the long view of an individual‟s social experiences. If a person finds 

that most people she encounters are trustworthy, it may be easier for her to make the leap of faith 

to trust strangers. Norm learning: may occur if a person observes that others around her exhibit 

social trust, and then follows that lead, assuming others must know something about the context 
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that warrants trusting strangers.
7
 Our data will not allow us to fully test these two theoretical 

positions. For extrapolation, we have data at only one point in time (Panel 2, wave 2) when 

subjects were asked to rate the trustworthiness of their colleagues. For norm learning, we are 

able to observe the correlation between mean of social trust in the class (mezzo level) and a 

respondent‟s level of social trust at all points in time. 

Data analysis 

We begin the analysis with a comparison of trust measured at time1 and time2 in both 

panel surveys. Social trust is measured twice in each panel (Trust1 and Trust2) by latent variables 

that are built from three observed variables: trust in people one meets for the first time, trust in 

people of other ethnicities, and trust in people of other religions; high values stand for a high 

level of trust. Table 1 reports the percentage of students who exhibit social trust, for each point in 

time across the two panel surveys. For each component part of the index, between time1 and 

time2 we see very little variance. 

 

[Table 1 about here] 

 

Based on these measures, social trust is remarkably stable over time. In both panel data, 

the mean, median, and standard deviation remain virtually the same over the one-year and three-

year periods. Stability is as high for each of the three variables used to build the index.
8
 

                                                           
7
 This theoretical assertion follows Coleman‟s (1990) understanding of the importance of norms that a group can use 

to sanction certain beliefs or behaviors that have consequences for the group. We see modest evidence that trust, as a 

component of social capital, is a norm that influences academic performance of grade school children (Goddard 

2003). 
8
 Unfortunately, the two panels reversed the ordering of the possible responses to the trust questions. Panel one used 

a scale of 1-4 where 1 indicated very high trust; Panel 2 used a scale of 1-4 where 1 indicated very low trust. We 

suspect the lower percentages in Panel 2 are a result of this difference in question structure (Andrews 1984). 

However there is no reason to believe that correlates are affected by the discrepancy in any meaningful way. 
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At the same time, the individual level correlation between Trust1 and Trust2 is 0.49 

(p<.001) in Panel 1 and 0.48 (p<.001) in Panel 2, and mean trust at the class level is 0.66 

(p<.001) in Panel 1 and 0.65 (p<.001) in Panel 2. The finding supports the claims from 

proponents of cultural theories who predict that social trust will be relatively stable even among 

adolescents. This is not to say that experiences are inconsequential. Collective experiences may 

shape levels of social trust. However, collective experiences must be of a significant magnitude 

as to “speak precisely to the inclusiveness of others in our moral community” (Uslaner 2002, 

37). Secondary school would not seem to be sufficient enough in magnitude to reshape social 

trust, as suggested in Table 1, but perhaps exposure to a diverse “community” of classmates 

could be. 

To the analysis, we introduce the level of ethnic diversity (Eth Div) in a respondent‟s 

class. We measure it at the micro-level as the proportion of non-ethnic Romanians in the 

respondent's school class. In Panel 1, 48 percent of the ethnic Romanians were in classes with at 

least one non-ethnic Romanian, and nine percent of respondents were in a class that included 

more than 10 percent non-ethnic Romanian colleagues. In Panel 2, nearly one-third (32 percent) 

of the ethnic Romanians were in classes with at least one non-ethnic Romanian, and two percent 

of ethnic Romanians were in classes with more than 10 percent non-ethnic Romanians. 

Additionally, we measure ethnic diversity at the mezzo-level, as the proportion of non-ethnic 

Romanians living in the locality where the respondent resides. 

The inclusion of the ethnic diversity variable allows us to test for competing theoretical 

effects asserted by homophily and contact theory. The former predicts a negative effect on social 

trust from exposure to diversity, while the latter predicts gains in social trust due to experiencing 

diversity within the class setting. We test for effects of extrapolation through responses to how 
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trustworthy one believes her colleagues to be (Trust in coll). We evaluate the possibility of norm 

learning through averaging social trust among one‟s class having the respondent‟s value 

excluded from the calculation (Trust coll). The subject‟s level of trust is excluded, when 

calculating the class average, since including the respondent would inflate the correlation 

between the class mean and the individual level of social trust.  

We use structural equations models (SEM) for the analysis. Our initial model included 

eight variables: ethnic diversity (community level), ethnic diversity (school class level), trust in 

institutions, internet use, volunteering, income level of parents, income inequality (community 

level), and social trust among colleagues (school class level). Our first SEM analysis with these 

variables yielded only three that showed significant effects on social trust in at least one of the 

four surveys across two panels. Ethnic diversity (school class level), trust among colleagues, and 

parents‟ income were the exceptions. We also included subject assessment of her colleagues‟ 

trustworthiness to test for extrapolation. Our data analysis presentation includes only the results 

of the SEM with these variables. Figure 1 visually represents the truncated conceptual model.  

 

[Figure 1 about here] 

 

Table 2 describes the results of SEM analysis on Panel 1 data. Trust1 is a respondent‟s 

social trust measured at the beginning of her first year of secondary school. Trust2 reflects the 

level of social trust at the end of the school year. The results show that in a student‟s first year, 

ethnic diversity negatively affects social trust. When measured at time1 diversity has no effect, 

but when measured at time2 we see a significant negative effect on social trust, although the 

magnitude of the effect is rather small. Looking to Table 3, which reports the results of SEM 
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analysis on Panel 2 data (time1 measured at the beginning of a student‟s second year and time2 

measured just before a student graduates from high school), we see no effect for ethnic diversity 

during the last three years of secondary school for respondents. The finding shows that social 

trust is subject to change: in this case we observe a systematic decline followed by stability.
9
 

 

[Table 2 about here] 

 

Although far from conclusive, the finding is consistent with homophily claims regarding 

a causal explanation of social trust. Students‟ first year experiences may very well be more 

tumultuous, and under such circumstances, diversity has a negative effect. However, it could be 

that perceived diversity changes after the first year leading classmates to see each other as 

adhering to a common set of characteristics or values. The parameters of similarity (described 

above) for homophily are flexible enough to incorporate a sense of shared values, beliefs, or 

simply experiences as a cohort.  The finding is not consistent with claims made by proponents of 

contact theory. 

We also test two other potential causal mechanisms. The first, extrapolation, associates 

the social trust of a subject with the extent to which she perceives her colleagues to be 

trustworthy. Unfortunately, Panel 1 does not include a question that measures this phenomenon. 

However, in the second wave of Panel 2, respondents were asked to report the level of trust they 

had in their colleagues. The timing of the question allows for maximum information (four years 

of school with the same class) to be employed. Table 3 shows that the factor (Trust in coll) has 

no statistically significant effect. 

                                                           
9
 We also ran multilevel analyses models on individual trust measured at the individual level in the second wave, as 

a dependent variable; trust coll. and ethnic diversity were used as independent variables measured at the class level. 

The negative effect of ethnic diversity held and was statistically significant (p < 0.05).   
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Norm learning, as a causal mechanism, offers a better explanation. In the analysis, we 

evaluate the relationship between a subject‟s social trust and the average level of trust exhibited 

by her colleagues (Trust coll). The aggregate level of social trust among one‟s colleagues has a 

strong positive effect on individual trust in the first wave in each panel, and continues to have a 

positive, although slightly weaker, effect on individual trust in the second wave in each panel.  

 

[Table 3 about here] 

 

Whether norm learning, as measured through the relationship between the social trust of a 

respondent and the aggregate trust of her colleagues, has a long lasting impact is difficult to tell. 

The mechanism could reveal a priming effect during the data collection process: a temporary 

effect might be generated when students are interviewed at the school with their colleagues in 

near proximity. The finding might be the result of a social desirability effect, except the stimulus 

is not the interviewer but classmates who are also being interviewed that day.
10

 

The correlation between trust in colleagues at time1 and time2 in both panels is strong 

(0.68 in Panel 1 and 0.67 in Panel 2). At the same time, correlations between social trust at time1 

and the aggregate measure of colleagues‟ trust also at time1 are only slightly larger than the 

correlation of social trust at time1 and colleagues‟ trust at time2 (0.30 compared to 0.27 in Panel 

1 and 0.32 compared to 0.30 in Panel 2). Taken together, these results suggest that ad-hoc effects 

play a very minor role, whereas priming by interviewing subjects in proximity of colleagues may 

explain some of the correlation between aggregate and individual levels of trust. Nevertheless, 

                                                           
10

 The priming effect may be similar to the one identified by a recent experiment that found something as simple as 

holding a hot or cold beverage before an interview could result in a pleasant or negative opinion of the interviewer 

(Ijzerman and Semin 2009). 
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our data also show that the aggregate level of trust among colleagues has a small positive effect 

during the first year of high school and a stronger effect during the next three years. 

The finding that students are influenced by their peers in the classroom is consistent with 

other studies that have explored group effects on attitudes. For example, Lazer et al. find “strong 

and consistent evidence of a social influence effect on changes in political views” (2008, 13). In 

an effort to test whether social influence effects are not exclusively a classroom phenomenon, we 

consider our data in terms of volunteer membership of our subjects. Rerunning our SEM analysis 

with group membership as an additional variable yields no significantly different findings. 

Belonging to a voluntary organization does not have a direct effect on social trust, and this is 

consistent with the literature (Stolle and Rochen 1998). 

 

[Table 4 about here] 

 

We next consider the indirect effect group membership might have on social trust. Table 

4 and Table 5 show the results of our SEM analysis when we split the sample. The interaction 

between group membership and the social influence of colleagues‟ trust has a distinct effect on 

social trust. In Table 4 (Panel 1 data), we see that the initial impact of colleagues‟ trust is present 

regardless of group membership. However, at time2 we see that colleagues‟ trust continues to 

have an effect, albeit a small one, among those who are group members but not among those 

who are not. Table 5 reinforces this finding. By the time students are entering their second year 

of high school (time1 in Panel 2) the aggregate measure of trust among colleagues does not 

influence social trust for those who are not group members. At the end of their high school 

experience, (time2 in Panel 2) the effect remains the same.  
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The influence of associational activity extends to how ethnic diversity shapes social trust. 

In Table 4 (Panel 1), we see that ethnic diversity in the classroom is not a statistically significant 

factor for explaining social trust among respondents who are group members. Yet for non-

members, the earlier pattern persists: ethnic diversity in the classroom has no immediate effect, 

but by the end of the first year, the diverse classroom setting has a negative impact on non-

member respondents. Also like before, the effect of ethnic diversity is inconsequential in Panel 2 

as reflected by comparing the results in Table 5 to those in Table 3. 

 

[Table 5 about here] 

 

Discussion 

Our central purpose has been to evaluate the extent to which social trust changes among 

high school students and consider factors that explain the variance. A cursory look at the panel 

data shows that levels of social trust are remarkably steady over time. The finding is consistent 

with the literature that views social trust more as a cultural trait than one derived from 

experience, and by implication more highly variable. High school introduces a dramatic number 

of changes to students who are psychologically vulnerable and presumably malleable. High 

school would seem to be an ideal stimulus to spur change through experience, and yet we found 

very little. Although social trust is stable, it is not immutable and can be shaped by life 

experiences to an extent. We also found that the rate of change is not constant.  

In considering factors that impact variance in social trust, we tested several different 

theoretically-derived explanations. Only income level of parents, ethnic diversity in the 

classroom, and social trust among colleagues produced statistically significant effects. We found 
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that family income has a positive influence on trust, but surprisingly, the level of education of 

parents and school performance of the students are not linked to changes in the level of trust. Our 

data show that income inequality has no effect on the trust level of youth, at least on the mezzo 

level. The finding suggests that if inequality has indeed a negative effect on social trust, as 

several studies found (Uslaner 2002, ch. 4, Delhey and Newton 2005, Zak and Knack 2001, 

Bjørnskov 2007, and Knack and Zak 2002) then its causal influence involves broader societal 

perceptions rather than those of acquaintances.  

One of our main findings is that ethnic diversity in the class setting has a negative effect 

on the social trust of ethnic Romanian students. The finding, although not conclusive, supports 

the idea that people build relationships with people like themselves (Byrne 1971). Among high 

school students, it is likely that this tendency reinforces social identity patterns among an age 

group whose identity patterns are often in flux (Tajfel and Turner 1986). Thus, our findings 

provide more support for homophily than for contact theory as to the effect of diversity on social 

trust, and this is consistent with what we see for other political attitudes (Lazer et. al. 2008). 

Uslaner states that “We can produce generalized trust by interacting with people who are 

different from ourselves” but continues that at the same time, people who put themselves in a 

position to interact with a diverse cultural context already have a substantial level of social trust 

(2002, 42). In our data, students had no choice to interact (or not) with diverse classmates, they 

were thrust into the context, and our findings are consistent with Uslaner‟s premise. Overall, we 

find no support for the tenets of contact theory. However, contact theory does not claim to 

produce social trust, only to minimize conflict and build tolerance.  

We need to be careful not to overstate the finding. We also found that the effect of ethnic 

diversity takes place during the first year of interaction, and it is not statistically significant for 
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the following three years. Over time, we cannot say familiarity breeds contempt or that diversity 

has a continuing negative impact on social trust. Yet, we do not know the extent to which this 

effect is linear. The influence of ethnic diversity is even more negative when diversity is higher 

(in almost all classes in our data sets the minority was less than 10 percent). Moreover, ethnic 

majority students‟ exposure to diversity may be colored by the perceived status of the minority 

included in the term, “diversity.” For ethnic Romanians, people from the Roma community tend 

to be viewed as having very low status compared to ethnic Hungarians.
11

 

A final observation regarding diversity is the importance of scope as well as context. The 

negative effect of diversity on social trust occurs within the micro-context of a classroom. 

However, when we broaden the scope of the context to the level of community, we see no effect. 

Our analysis shows that ethnic diversity at the locality level (measured as the proportion of non-

Romanians in the locality of the respondent) has no effect on social trust. The result is consistent 

with similar studies that show, where ethnic diversity in the immediate surroundings produces a 

negative effect on social trust, the effect becomes insignificant in a wider contextual unit such as 

a neighborhood (e.g. Dinesen and Sønderskov 2012).   

Our analysis shows that the attitudes of respondents‟ colleagues also have an effect on 

social trust. In terms of extrapolation, no significant impact was found. A student‟s level of trust 

does not correlate to how trustworthy she perceives her colleagues to be. However, more support 

appears for norm learning. A relationship exists between the mean level of social trust among 

classmates (excluding the subject) and the respondent. The effect is quite weak in the first year 

and grows stronger over the next three years. The interpretation is that students are learning from 

each other and gravitate, upward or downward, toward a common level of social trust. The 

                                                           
11

 It is worth noting that “diversity” in the Romanian context overwhelmingly refers to exposure to non-ethnic 

Romanian groups that have a long history interacting with ethnic Romanians, primarily ethnic Hungarians and 

Roma. The effect may be very different with exposure to a new minority. 



21 
 

finding supplements our finding about homophily tendencies being present through ethnic 

diversity in the classroom. The negative effect of diversity comes early, but then classmates 

begin to learn from each other, and this effect may be the factor that overshadows the presence or 

absence of diversity.   

Aggregate levels of social trust in the classroom also reveal a priming effect that is likely 

at work. Priming introduces an implicit memory effect among subjects in which exposure to one 

stimulus influences a response to a later, different stimulus. In our case, conducting the 

interviews within the school context may have unintentionally created conditions where certain 

social signals among subjects enhanced their perceptions leading to more conformity (and 

somewhat higher estimates) among classmates when considering social trust. Thus, the capacity 

of a subject to relate to the context is enhanced, in this case, producing a social desirability effect 

elicited by where interviews are conducted, not by the interviewer. However, the presence of 

priming does not explain the full effect of the mean score of social trust in a classroom. Future 

studies should compare measures of social trust in diverse and controlled contexts, for instance, 

students in class and at home. 

We found evidence of norm learning operating in the classroom. Individual levels of trust 

gravitate toward the class mean over time. We further asked if this process extends to other 

formal group contexts in which subjects are involved. Theories of social capital have asserted 

that a link between activity in voluntary associations and social trust are causally related (e.g. 

Putnam 1993; Brehm and Rahn 1997). Our findings show no direct impact, which is consistent 

with more recent studies (Stolle 2003; Uslaner and Brown 2003).  

We did find that associational membership produces an interaction effect. The influence 

of classmates vanishes for respondents who do not belong to an association. This finding may be 
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because group members are more accustomed to picking up subtle social signals within a social 

setting due to their extracurricular associational activity. Another possible explanation is that 

group activism may enhance exposure to the influence of colleagues since many of them join 

together in such groups. Stronger bonds among group members can minimize or eliminate the 

negative effect of its diversity. Although this may suggest a tendency toward homophily, non-

ethnic demographic characteristics are equally likely to be the glue that holds the bonds 

described by proponents of similarity theory (Lazer et. al. 2008). A similar mechanism was 

found in a study of adults from the United States and Canada, where the negative effects of 

ethnic diversity are found to be mediated by social ties: the individuals who regularly talk with 

their neighbors are less influenced by the racial and ethnic character of their surroundings than 

people who lack such social interaction (Stolle, Soroka, and Johnston 2008). Unfortunately, we 

do not have detailed information about the make-up of the groups to which respondents belong 

in terms of demographic and attitudinal characteristics. We also do not know the level of 

respondent activism in the groups to which they belong. Finally, we do not know the extent to 

which classmates belong to the same groups. It is possible that in some instances, social 

interaction among some classmates becomes intensified through extracurricular activities. 

Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to infer that social trust is a product of group dynamics in a 

classroom or association, and suggests that educational policy might be shaped in ways to 

positively influence the group dynamic.  
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Table 1: Percentage of respondents who have very high or rather high trust in others 

 

 Trust in… N 

  

strangers 

Other 

religions 

other 

ethnicities 

 

 

Panel 1    1322 

              time1 6.0 37.6 33.6  

              time2 7.1 37.0 34.5  

Panel 2    401 

              time1 3.0 26.9 17.0  

              time2 3.3 22.7 25.0  

 

 

 

Figure 1: Multilevel conceptual model of social trust 

(Trust1 = trust at time1; Trust2 = trust at time2) 
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Table 2: Regression Weights in SEM on the subsample of Romanian students in Panel 1 

   
Estimate 

Standardized 

regression 

weights 

P 

Trust1 <--- Trust coll. 0.326 0.364 *** 

Trust1 <--- Eth. Div 0.190 0.022 0.463 

Trust1 <--- Income 0.016 0.018 0.572 

Trust2 <--- Trust coll. 0.017 0.058 0.057 

Trust2 <--- Income 0.007 0.022 0.419 

Trust2 <--- Trust1 0.186 0.580 *** 

Trust2 <--- Eth. Div -0.171 -0.068 0.024 

t2_2 <--- Trust2 1.000 0.318  

t3_2 <--- Trust2 3.050 0.810 *** 

t4_2 <--- Trust2 3.170 0.814 *** 

t4_1 <--- Trust1 1.000 0.801  

t3_1 <--- Trust1 0.951 0.774 *** 

t2_1 <--- Trust1 0.316 0.332 *** 

   CFI=0.988   TLI=0.971   RMSEA=0.034 
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Table 3: Regression Weights in SEM on the subsample of Romanian students in Panel 2 

      Estimate 

Standardized 

regression 

weights 

P 

Trust1 <--- Income 0.027 0.110 0.070 

Trust1 <--- Eth. Div 2.003 0.092 0.136 

Trust1 <--- Trust coll 0.132 0.339 *** 

Trust2 <--- Trust coll 0.065 0.177 0.010 

Trust2 <--- Income 0.032 0.138 0.018 

Trust2 <--- Trust1 0.366 0.388 *** 

Trust2 <--- Eth. Div 0.742 0.036 0.533 

Trust2 <--- Trust in coll 0.034 0.067 0.369 

Trust in coll <--- Income 0.047 0.102 0.044 

Trust in coll <--- Eth. Div. 0.156 0.004 0.939 

qt2 <--- Trust2 1.000 0.510   

qt3 <--- Trust2 1.479 0.684 *** 

qt5 <--- Trust2 1.691 0.697 *** 

t2 <--- Trust1 1.000 0.551   

t3 <--- Trust1 1.329 0.648 *** 

t5 <--- Trust1 1.472 0.651 *** 

      CFI=0.998   TLI=0.999   RMSEA=0.000 
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Table 4: Regression Weights in SEM with Group Membership as a grouping variable, on the 

subsample of Romanian students in Panel 1 

   no membership member in one or more groups 

      Estimate   P Estimate   P 

Trust1 <--- Trust coll 0.302 0.371 *** 0.331 0.354 *** 

Trust1 <--- Eth. Div -0.007 -0.001 0.987 0.319 0.035 0.328 

Trust1 <--- Income 0.072 0.080 0.166 -0.002 -0.002 0.963 

Trust2 <--- Trust coll -0.008 -0.018 0.743 0.024 0.104 0.007 

Trust2 <--- Income 0.004 0.008 0.873 0.009 0.040 0.226 

Trust2 <--- Trust1 0.308 0.572 *** 0.143 0.591 *** 

Trust2 <--- Eth. Div -0.556 -0.141 0.007 -0.036 -0.017 0.606 

t2_2 <--- Trust2 1.000 0.460   1.000 0.256   

t3_2 <--- Trust2 2.411 0.938 *** 3.527 0.749 *** 

t4_2 <--- Trust2 2.145 0.821 *** 4.004 0.815 *** 

t4_1 <--- Trust1 1.000 0.790   1.000 0.814   

t3_1 <--- Trust1 1.124 0.868 *** 0.877 0.737 *** 

t2_1 <--- Trust1 0.382 0.397 *** 0.287 0.306 *** 

   
CFI= 

0.974 

TLI= 

0.936 

RMSEA= 

0.059 

CFI= 

0.987 

TLI= 

0.966 

RMSEA= 

0.035 
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Table 5: Regression Weights in SEM with Group Membership as a grouping variable, on the 

subsample of Romanian students in Panel 2 

      no membership member in one or more groups 

      Estimate   P     P 

Trust1 <--- Income 0.022 0.175 0.227 0.022 0.085 0.211 

Trust1 <--- Eth. Div 0.010 0.060 0.624 0.039 0.105 0.132 

Trust1 <--- Trust coll. 0.058 0.276 0.114 0.139 0.346 *** 

Trust2 <--- Trust coll. 0.058 0.118 0.374 0.057 0.163 0.032 

Trust2 <--- Income -0.007 -0.023 0.853 0.039 0.173 0.009 

Trust2 <--- Trust1 1.245 0.531 0.054 0.372 0.428 *** 

Trust2 <--- Eth. Div 0.001 0.004 0.977 -0.001 -0.004 0.953 

qt2 <--- Trust2 1.000 0.605 

 

1.000 0.497   

qt3 <--- Trust2 1.147 0.692 *** 1.601 0.710 *** 

qt5 <--- Trust2 1.106 0.552 *** 1.781 0.708 *** 

t2 <--- Trust1 1.000 0.271 

 

1.000 0.578   

t3 <--- Trust1 2.184 0.592 0.034 1.214 0.602 *** 

t5 <--- Trust1 3.595 0.826 0.043 1.578 0.721 *** 

   
CFI= 

0.960 

TLI= 

0.992 

RMSEA= 

0.011 

CFI= 

0.980 

TLI= 

0.950 

RMSEA= 

0.035 

   

    

  


