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Political trust is a key component of civic investment in democratic societies. However, the 

reasons for its fluctuations within the democratic process remain insufficiently understood. 

This study investigated longitudinal associations between electoral outcome, political collec-

tive action, and political trust. We hypothesized that collective action would moderate the 

impact of election results, such that trust would increase among engaged individuals whose 

preferred party won, but decrease among those whose preferred party lost. Using longitudi-

nal data collected before and after the 2024 UK General Election (N = 543), we found a general 

increase in political trust following the election. This increase was weaker, although still sig-

nificant, among participants who supported losing parties. Furthermore, we observed an in-

teraction between collective action and local electoral outcome: Political trust increased for 

all participants except those who had greatly invested in collective action and whose local 

candidate had not been elected as Member of Parliament. These findings confirm that elec-

toral processes foster political trust, but also suggest that unsuccessful collective action may 

hinder the typical increase in political trust following an election. They highlight the im-

portance of both institutionalized and non-institutionalized political engagement in shaping 

trust, with implications for understanding how democratic participation can strengthen—or 

undermine—support for the political system. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Political trust is a cornerstone of democratic 

life. It fosters citizen engagement and partici-

pation in democratic processes, particularly 

elections (e.g., Carstens, 2023). Interestingly, 

not only does trust play a role in election turn-

out and outcome, elections can also in turn in-

fluence citizens’ levels of political trust (Citrin & 

Stoker, 2018; Hooghe & Stiers, 2016). Some find-

ings suggest that trust increases when one’s 

preferred side wins and decreases when one’s 

preferred side loses in the aftermath of an elec-

tion (e.g., Anderson & LoTempio, 2002; Craig et 

al., 2006; Dahlberg & Linde, 2017). However, oth-

ers show that this relationship is more complex 

and may be moderated by different factors—

such as perceived incivility (e.g., Kuru & Neyazi, 

2025) or populist attitudes (e.g., Fahey et al., 

2022).  

Beyond the mere action of voting, another crit-

ical dimension of democratic engagement in-

volves non-institutionalized, bottom-up initia-

tives such as political collective action. While 

most of the literature has focused on the ante-

cedents of collective action (e.g., relative depri-

vation, agency, group identification, see Becker 

& Tausch, 2015, for a review), some recent stud-

ies have turned to its consequences. For exam-

ple, Louis and colleagues (2020) showed that 

participating in successful collective action fos-

ters engagement in future, related collective 

action. Overall, however, not much is known 

about the broader political consequences of 

engaging in collective action, nor about how 

collective action engagement interacts with 

institutionalized processes like elections in 

shaping political trust. 

In the present study, we bridge these litera-

tures by investigating how prior engagement 

in political collective action moderates 

changes in political trust in the aftermath of a 

General Election, depending on whether the 

election outcome is favorable or unfavorable to 

the voter (i.e., “winner” or “loser”). Our research 

thus contributes to understanding the condi-

tions under which democratic institutions and 

processes themselves are related to trust. 

Across Europe, democracies are facing mount-

ing pressure, as voter turnout falls and authori-

tarian as well as far-right forces gain ground. 

These trends fuel concerns about public disen-

gagement and an erosion of trust in demo-

cratic institutions (Citrin & Stoker, 2018; Val-

garðsson et al., 2025). In contrast, as a response 

to future-oriented anxiety arising from multiple 

crises, some citizens—particularly younger 

generations—may become more politically en-

gaged and more supportive of democratic prin-

ciples (Borghi et al., 2025). In this current con-

text, the present study’s endeavor to under-

stand alternative levers or inhibitors of trust, 

specifically institutionalized and non-institu-

tionalized political engagement, might prove 

crucial. 

1.1 Political Trust and its Determinants 

1.1.1 Political Trust: A Critical Issue in Demo-
cratic Systems 

Political trust broadly refers to the confidence 

people have in their government and the ex-

tent to which they see their government as 

trustworthy and competent (Carstens, 2023; 

Levi & Stoker, 2000; Zmerli & Hooghe, 2013). As 

such, it is conceived as an evaluative attitude 

held by a citizen toward their political system or 

agents, with several components contributing 

to the overall evaluation, notably, technical 

competence or success, ethical and fair con-

duct, and perceived congruence with citizens’ 

best interests (Bertsou, 2019; Citrin & Stoker, 

2018; Devine et al., 2021; PytlikZillig & Kim-

brough, 2016). Political trust is thus a critical 

component in the functioning of democracies, 

serving as a bridge between individual trust in 

political actors and broader support for demo-

cratic systems (Easton, 1965; Zmerli, 2022). Alt-

hough political trust can be directed toward 

various objects (e.g., parties, politicians, institu-

tions), research shows that these attitudes are 

often strongly correlated, forming a relatively 

coherent construct (Hooghe, 2011).  

Political trust has long been recognized as a pil-

lar of democratic systems, fostering support at 
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the behavioral, attitudinal, and ideological lev-

els. Among other things, it relates to greater 

civic investment, likelihood to vote, and sup-

port for democracy as an ideology (e.g., Dalton, 

2004; Devine, 2024; Hooghe & Marien, 2013; Lee 

& Schachter, 2019; Marien & Hooghe, 2011; Tyler, 

2001, 2006). Conversely, contexts marked by 

low political trust face higher difficulties in en-

acting policies (Citrin & Stoker, 2018; Devine, 

2024; Thaker et al., 2019). They also witness 

greater polarization, with citizens becoming 

more entrenched in their ideological stances 

and less willing to compromise (Bergbower & 

and Allen, 2021). Low political trust is also re-

lated to the rise of populism (Castanho Silva et 

al., 2017) and extremism (Devine, 2024; Van Der 

Meer, 2017).  

Once lost, trust is difficult to restore (Citrin & 

Green, 1986; Hetherington, 1998). Indeed, polit-

ical trust has been on the decline for decades 

in most Western countries (Carstens, 2023; Cit-

rin & Stoker, 2018; Dassonneville & McAllister, 

2021)—or at best, stagnating at low levels 

(Devine & Valgarðsson, 2024). It is therefore of 

utmost importance to understand how politi-

cal trust evolves, to better predict and foster 

people’s engagement in civic life, either 

through institutionalized (e.g., vote) or non-in-

stitutionalized, bottom-up routes (e.g., collec-

tive action). Importantly, however, the question 

of how political trust is shaped by those out-

comes themselves has largely been over-

looked. 

1.1.2 The Impact of the Electoral Process on 
Political Trust 

The electoral process may affect political trust 

in several ways. First, the mere existence of an 

electoral and voting process seems to increase 

trust (Hooghe & Stiers, 2016), probably due to 

an increased perception of procedural justice 

(i.e., the perception that political decisions are 

made in a fair, transparent, and impartial man-

ner; Bos et al., 2014; Citrin & Stoker, 2018; 

Gulevich et al., 2024). In addition, some re-

search highlights that the outcome of the elec-

tion may play a role, although evidence is not 

consistent. Specifically, some research reports 

an increase in political trust following a win (vs. 

a loss) of the election (Anderson & LoTempio, 

2002; Blais & Gélineau, 2007; Craig et al., 2006; 

Dahlberg & Linde, 2017).  

However, this winner-loser effect may be mod-

erated by prior characteristics of individuals. 

For example, Fahey and colleagues (2022) 

showed that individuals with stronger populist 

orientation distrust the government, whatever 

the outcome of the election. Ismail and Jia 

(2025) also found that voters with a stronger na-

tional attachment more readily accept a defeat 

in the elections and express greater willingness 

to cooperate (a proxy for trust) with the winning 

party. In line with these recent findings, we pro-

pose that prior political engagement (concep-

tualized as engagement in election-related col-

lective action) may moderate the change in po-

litical trust in the aftermath of winning (vs. los-

ing) an election.  

1.2 Collective Action and Its Potential Role in 
Political Trust  

Political collective action—defined as “any ac-

tion undertaken by individuals as psychological 

group members to achieve group goals in a po-

litical context” (van Zomeren, 2016, p. 89)—rep-

resents an alternative form of civic engage-

ment, complementary to institutionalized en-

gagement such as voting. The antecedents of 

collective action have been extensively studied 

in the social and political psychology literature. 

Prominent models, such as the Social Identity 

Model of Collective Action (van Zomeren, 2013; 

van Zomeren et al., 2008, 2018) emphasize pre-

dictors of participation including social (espe-

cially politicized) identity, anger, collective effi-

cacy, and moral outrage. Yet, research on the 

consequences of such actions remain scarce, 

and virtually none have examined their broader 

implications for trust in the political system. 

Previous research has examined how political 

trust may affect collective action. Such studies 

tend to demonstrate the absence of a direct ef-

fect of political trust on collective action in 

Western, democratic countries (Devine, 2024; 



4 advances.in/psychology 

 

 

Post-election trust among election losers        Marinthe et al., 2026 

Thaker et al., 2019; Uysal et al., 2025). We exam-

ine this question from the opposite direction, 

and propose that collective action interacts 

with the election outcome in its association 

with changes in political trust (pre- to post-

election). 

Two main arguments support our claim: the 

first focusing on what happens when collective 

action is successful and the second focusing on 

what happens when collective action is unsuc-

cessful. First, as briefly mentioned above, re-

cent research has examined the impact of suc-

cessful or unsuccessful collective action and 

suggests that success increases the likelihood 

of sustained action (Louis et al., 2020). Indeed, 

the success of collective action unifies the 

movement (Lizzio-Wilson et al., 2021), increases 

pride (Tausch & Becker, 2013) and feelings of 

empowerment (Bandura, 1997; Reicher, 2017), 

and enhances perceptions of collective efficacy 

(Carvacho et al., 2023)—all factors that foster 

further collective action. Success may also help 

recruit individuals who were not previously en-

gaged (Lizzio-Wilson et al., 2021; van de Rijt et 

al., 2016). We contend that successful political 

collective action (i.e., collective action taken in 

order to help one’s candidate win the election) 

would therefore be related to increased inter-

est and engagement in the broader political 

context (Kim, 2015). This could support the per-

ception of a functional political system that al-

lows citizen initiatives to emerge and de-

velop—thus being ultimately related to in-

creased political trust.  

The second part of our argument relies on work 

concerning procedural justice perceptions 

which show what happens when collective ac-

tion is not successful (Shejale et al., 2025). Prior 

research in sociology has shown that participa-

tion in pro-immigration collective action re-

duces political trust via diminished perceptions 

of procedural justice (Toubøl, 2019). Im-

portantly, this negative impact is implicitly be-

lieved to result from collective action's failure. 

Experiences of failed collective action may un-

dermine the belief that the political system is 

responsive to citizen input and thus lead to dis-

engagement with traditional political systems 

(Otjes et al., 2020; Pirralha, 2017), thereby weak-

ening political trust. Consequently, engage-

ment in political collective action may be asso-

ciated with reduced political trust following an 

election outcome that is unfavorable to the 

voter, which would suggest unsuccessful col-

lective action.  

In summary, we propose that the association 

between election outcomes and political trust 

may be moderated by prior engagement in col-

lective action. Specifically, while winning may 

be related to reinforced political trust among 

engaged citizens, losing after an active invest-

ment may show the opposite relationship. In 

democratic contexts, civic engagement may 

therefore play an amplifying role: It would be 

positively related to political trust when aligned 

with favorable outcomes but also negatively re-

lated when expectations are unmet. 

1.3 The Present Study 

1.3.1 The UK General Election 

Our research was conducted in the United 

Kingdom, during the most recent 2024 General 

Election. The UK indeed offers an instructive 

case. As in most democratic countries (Val-

garðsson et al., 2025), political trust has been on 

the decline in the UK over the past few decades, 

especially in the aftermath of Brexit (2016) and 

the COVID-19 pandemic (2021-2023; see Davies 

et al., 2021). These events were marked by polit-

ical controversies (e.g., “Partygate” gatherings 

by government officials in violation of lockdown 

rules) that likely further eroded public confi-

dence in political leaders and the political sys-

tem. In addition, the UK had a decrease in voter 

turnout over the past two general elections 

with only 60% of voters mobilizing in 2024, the 

lowest since 2001 (Sturge, 2024). 

In the UK, the party that receives the most seats 

in Parliament in the House of Commons picks 

the Prime Minister from among its ranks. There 

are 650 Members of Parliament (MPs), elected 

from constituencies delineated by 
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geographical locations, each constituency be-

ing made up of an average of 90,000 people. 

The UK uses a First-past-the-post electoral sys-

tem, meaning that the candidate with the 

most votes in each constituency wins the seat. 

This system can create a discrepancy between 

local and national outcomes: A voter’s pre-

ferred local candidate may win their seat, but if 

that candidate’s party does not secure enough 

seats nationally, it cannot form a government 

and will instead serve in opposition. 

The 2024 election was marked by the return to 

power of the Labour party, after 14 years of Con-

servative leadership (Baker et al., 2025). Labour 

won the majority of seats (411), representing an 

increase of 209 seats compared with the 2019 

General Election. In contrast, Conservative 

Party lost a substantial number of seats, falling 

from 365 in 2019 to 121 in 2024. The third major 

party was the Liberal Democrats, who won 72 

seats (i.e., 61 more than in 2019). Other notable 

parties included Reform UK (5 seats) and the 

Green Party (4 seats). As a result, the Labour 

leader, Keir Starmer, was elected Prime Minis-

ter.  

1.3.2 Hypotheses 

We investigate how institutionalized and col-

lective investment in the 2024 UK General Elec-

tion is associated with political trust depending 

on the perceived effectiveness of this invest-

ment, which we conceptualize as the outcome 

of the election. We expect that winning (vs. los-

ing) the election will be related to increased po-

litical trust (after vs. before the election), but 

that this increase will be moderated by prior in-

vestment in political collective action. Specifi-

cally, we expect a stronger winner-losing gap 

in the increase in political trust among individ-

uals who were more actively engaged in collec-

tive action prior to the General Election. Put dif-

ferently, we expect that collective action will be 

related to an increased level of political trust 

           
1 At the time of preregistration, only one author of the current project had access to the data and 
only shared it with the rest of the team after preregistration. None of the authors had examined 
the key variables or tested the hypotheses of the present research prior to preregistration. 

when winning, but to a decreased level of trust 

when losing.  

To test these hypotheses, we rely on a survey of 

political views of UK respondents around the 

2024 UK General Election. For our secondary 

data analysis, we categorized respondents as 

being on the ‘winner’ versus ‘loser’ side as a 

function of the success of the party they voted 

for. Further, we distinguished between out-

comes at the national level (i.e., whether one’s 

preferred party won the most seats) and at the 

local level (i.e., whether one’s preferred candi-

date was elected as MP, regardless of the na-

tional result). Indeed, proximity may also play a 

role in how citizens perceive and engage in po-

litical matters (see Abrams et al., 2021), although 

the question of whether local versus national 

election outcomes have different associations 

with political trust remains largely unexplored. 

We therefore used these two levels of outcome 

to examine whether they relate differently to 

political trust. 

This secondary analysis was preregistered1: 

https://aspredicted.org/jczh-74hm.pdf. The re-

search was approved by the ethics committee 

of  the School of Psychology of the University of 

Kent. Data, codebook (including materials), and 

code for analysis are available on the OSF: 

https://osf.io/y7qf4/.  

2. METHOD 

2.1 Participants and Procedure 

UK citizens were recruited through the 

crowdsourcing platform Prolific and invited to 

participate in an online study on their political 

views in the context of the General Election. 

Participants were pre-screened on the basis of 

their intended vote to be approximately repre-

sentative of the four main parties running in 

the election: Conservative, Labour, Liberal 

Democrat, and Reform UK. They completed a 

first questionnaire four days before the 2024 

General Election and a second questionnaire 

https://osf.io/y7qf4/
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one week after the election. This was a large 

survey that included several measures which 

pertain to different research questions and are 

not discussed here. A list of the other measures 

is available upon request.    

Six hundred and five participants completed 

the first questionnaire. Following pre-regis-

tered exclusion criteria, the final sample size 

was N = 543 for analyses involving national 

election outcome (national sample, see Figure 

1). This sample was composed of 159 Labour, 167 

Conservative, 90 Liberal Democrats, 117 Reform 

UK, and 10 Green voters. There were 235 men, 

303 women, 4 non-binary or other, and 1 undis-

closed, with a mean age of 48.33 (SD = 14.38). 

The sample size was based on initial feasibility 

and budget constraints. A post hoc sensitivity 

analysis based on the model specifications and 

parameters showed that it provided 80% 

power to detect a three-way interaction as 

small as .046 (powerSim package, Luedicke, 

2013; 1000 simulations).  

Because 76 participants did not indicate their 

constituency, we could not retain them for the 

analyses involving local election outcome and 

they were then excluded for the local level 

analyses (see Figure 1). This “local” sample was 

composed of 140 Labour, 143 Conservative, 80 

Liberal Democrats, 97 Reform UK, and 7 Green 

voters. There were 203 men, 260 women, 3 non-

binary or other, and 1 undisclosed, with a mean 

age of 48.04 (SD = 14.43). 

2.2 Measures 

2.2.1 Collective Action Engagement 

The pre-election questionnaire included a 

checklist that measured how many different 

collective actions, if any, participants had en-

gaged in the context of the General Election. 

Specifically, the item read, “This short section is 

about different things people do to express 

their views on things like government policies, 

society, the environment around election 

times. Please indicate which, if any, of the fol-

lowing activities you have done during the past 

month in preparation for the General Election 

specifically.” Participants could tick “Yes, I have”, 

for each of 12 actions. These actions comprised 

11 political collective action (e.g., “signed a peti-

tion”, “joined a political party”) and one filler 

item (“Watched a TV discussion about the elec-

tion”) which we planned not to count as collec-

tive action. There was also an option to report 

an “other” action in an open text field. We ini-

tially conducted a content analysis on these an-

swers (n = 6) and coded them as collective ac-

tion (e.g., “Signed up to support and receive 

party material”; n = 3) or not (e.g., “Listened to 

radio discussions about the election”; n = 3).  

We then conducted an Exploratory Factor 

Analysis (EFA) based on tetrachoric correlation 

matrix (see details in Supplementary Material, 

Section 2). A one-factor solution was found ac-

ceptable, and the analysis confirmed the filler 

item should be removed (λ = .40, h² = .16). The 

“other” item was also excluded due to its low 

contribution (λ = .31, h² = .09). An EFA on the re-

maining 11 items showed an adequate one-fac-

tor structure, with loadings ranging from .44 to 

.80, and satisfactory communalities (h² = .20 to 

.65). Reliability was excellent (α = .86, ω = .87). 

We thus computed a sum score representing 

the number of different actions that people had 

engaged in, theoretically ranging 0-11 (M = 0.51, 

SD = 0.98). The majority of participants did not 

engage in any action (n = 383), whereas the re-

maining participants (n = 160) engaged in be-

tween one and eight actions (see Supplemen-

tary Material, Section 2, for the full distribution). 
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Figure 1 

Exclusion Criteria for National and Local Samples 

 

 

 

Note. No participant failed both attention checks in the first wave. At Time 1, the two at-

tention checks were: “For this question please select the answer that says Africa” (1 = Eu-

rope, 2 = North America, 3 = Africa, 4 = South America, 5 = Oceania) and “For this question 

please tick moderately better” (1 = Much worse, 2 = Moderately worse, 3 = Slightly worse, 4 

= About the same, 5 = Slightly better, 6 = Moderately better, 7 = Much better). At Time 2 

the two attention checks read: “For this statement please tick strongly agree” (1 = Strongly 

disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Somewhat disagree, 4 = Neither agree nor disagree, 5 = Some-

what agree, 6 = Agree, 7 = Strongly agree) and “For this question please tick moderately 

better” (1 = Much worse, 2 = Moderately worse, 3 = Slightly worse, 4 = About the same, 5 = 

Slightly better, 6 = Moderately better, 7 = Much better). 
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2.2.2 Election Outcome 

We categorized respondents as being on the 

‘winner’ vs. ‘loser’ side as a function of success 

of the party they voted for. At the national level, 

we thus categorized Labour voters as ‘winners’ 

(n = 159) and all others as ‘losers’ (n = 384).  

Because proximity may play a role in how citi-

zens perceive and engage in political matters, 

we also considered results at the local level. We 

categorized voters as ‘winner’ (n = 182) or ‘loser’  

(n = 283) depending on local results (i.e., who 

had been elected as MP in the participant’s 

constituency).  

2.2.3 Dependent Measure: Political Trust 

Political trust was measured both in the pre- 

and post-election questionnaire, and time was 

considered as a predicting factor in analysis. 

The questionnaire contained nine items meas-

uring political trust, all measured using a 7-

point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = 

Strongly agree). We initially preregistered that 

we would only consider two items to measure 

political trust (“UK politicians are mainly in pol-

itics for their own benefit and not for the bene-

fit of the community”; “It does not really make 

much difference which political party is in 

power in the UK”). However, those items 

proved to be only moderately correlated (r = .31 

pre-election, r = .29 post-election). As we pre-

registered we may use alternative measures of 

trust present in the questionnaire (i.e., 

measures of trust in politicians in general, in 

Members of Parliament, in one’s local council, 

and in one’s political party), we ran separate 

EFAs on all nine political trust items for pre-

election (Time 1) and post-election (Time 2) 

data. EFAs were conducted using minimum re-

sidual extraction, oblimin rotation, and the 

number of factors was determined based on 

the Kaiser criterion and scree plot. 

Both EFA yielded a two-factor solution that 

was consistent across waves (see Table 1). The 

first factor, which we labeled “Political system 

trust”, was composed of six items, including 

one reversed item. The second factor, 

representing ingroup party trust, was com-

posed of two items. A final item (“It does not re-

ally make much difference which political party 

is in power in the UK”) did not load on either fac-

tor when considering loadings > .40 (e.g., 

Tabachnick & Fidell, 2019). 

At Time 1, the two factors explained 55% of the 

total variance and were moderately correlated 

(r = .40). At Time 2, the two factors explained 

60% of the variance with a similar moderated 

correlation (r = .45). The pattern of loadings and 

communalities indicates that the six-item scale 

for global political trust and the two-item in-

group party trust factor are coherent and relia-

ble across waves (see Table 1). 

Importantly, the one item that did not load on 

any factor was initially part of the pre-registered 

measure, together with the first item. We 

therefore decided to deviate from pre-registra-

tion (as anticipated therein) and retain the six 

items comprising Factor 1 as our measure of po-

litical trust. This political trust scale demon-

strated excellent reliability, both pre- (α = .89, ω 

= .89) and post-election (α = .91, ω = .91). 

In addition, we conducted a longitudinal meas-

urement invariance analysis of the six-item 

construct suggested by the EFAs (Davidov et 

al., 2014; Mackinnon et al., 2022; see Supple-

mental Material, Section 1). This analysis 

showed strong evidence for configural and 

metric invariance and partial evidence for sca-

lar invariance. This means that the expected 

factorial structures are coherent with a six-item 

model across waves, and that variations in the 

latent score correspond to comparable varia-

tions in items’ answers across waves. Thus, we 

consider that this version of the scale fits invar-

iance requirements to be used as a dependent 

variable across waves in this study.
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Table 1 

Exploratory Factor Analysis on Items of Political Trust  

Item Pre-election  Post-election 

 Factor 

1 

Factor 

2 

h² u²  Factor 

1 

Factor 

2 

h² u² 

UK politicians are mainly in politics 

for their own benefit and not for the 

benefit of the community 

-0.69 0.02 0.47 0.53  -0.71 0.04 0.48 0.52 

It does not really make much differ-

ence which political party is in power 

in the UK 

-0.17 -0.29 0.15 0.85  -0.21 -0.26 0.16 0.84 

Most members of the UK parliament 

can be trusted to defend the inter-

ests of their constituents 

0.76 -0.04 0.56 0.44  0.87 -0.05 0.73 0.27 

Most members of the UK parliament 

are honest 

0.85 -0.07 0.68 0.32  0.87 -0.05 0.72 0.28 

How much do you trust or distrust…  

The UK Parliament 

0.80 0.03 0.65 0.35  0.85 0.05 0.77 0.23 

Your local council (i.e., town or city or 

district) 

0.54 0.09 0.34 0.66  0.59 0.05 0.38 0.62 

Politicians in general 0.88 0.06 0.82 0.18  0.86 0.06 0.80 0.20 

The political party with which you 

identify more strongly (or that best 

represents your views) 

0.02 0.93 0.87 0.13  0.00 1.00 1.00 -

0.001 

Leader of one’s political partya -0.06 0.63 0.37 0.63  0.01 0.63 0.41 0.59 

% of variance explained 39 15    44 17   

Note. Loadings > .40 are reported in bold.  
a Score attributed to the leader congruent with the participant’s vote (i.e., Rishi Sunak for Conservative, Keir 

Starmer for Labour, etc.). Participants evaluate their trust for the four main leaders with the following instruc-

tion: “How much do you trust or distrust the following political leaders? Rishi Sunak (leader of the Conserva-

tive party); Keir Starmer (leader of the Labour party); Ed Davey (leader of the Liberal Democrats); Nigel Farage 

(leader of Reform UK). 
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For transparency purposes we also conducted 

the analyses initially planned (i.e., 2-item meas-

ure). Those are reported in Supplementary Ma-

terial (Section 4; see also footnotes in results 

section). Further, the analysis considering in-

group party trust (i.e., Factor 2 of our EFA; cor-

relation between the two items was .57 at Time 

1 and .64 at Time 2) is also described in Supple-

mentary Material (Section 5).  

2.3 Analytic Strategy 

All analyses were conducted using linear 

mixed-effects models fitted with the lme4 

(Bates et al., 2015), lmerTest (Kuznetsova et al., 

2017) and parameters (Lüdecke et al., 2020) 

packages in R (version 4.2.1; R Core Team, 2022). 

The dependent variable was political trust. 

Fixed effects included election outcome (−1 = 

failure, 1 = success), time (−1 = pre-election, 1 = 

post-election), collective action (standardized), 

and their interactions. Participants were in-

cluded as a random intercept to account for re-

peated measures across time: 

Trust ~ Outcome * Time * Collective action + (1 | 

ID) 

Degrees of freedom and standard errors were 

computed using the Satterthwaite approxima-

tion (via lmerTest), and the models were esti-

mated using restricted maximum likelihood 

(REML). This approach appropriately models 

repeated observations while avoiding overpa-

rameterization given the two time points per 

participant. We therefore retained a random-

intercept-only structure, which provided a 

more stable and parsimonious model and 

aligned with our focus of testing hypotheses on 

fixed effects (Barr, 2013). 

Residual diagnostics using the DHARMa pack-

age (Hartig, 2025) indicated that both national 

and local models were adequate, with only a 

minor deviation in the national model associ-

ated with the election outcome variable (see 

           
2 We also conducted the analyses using the pre-registered measure of trust (see Supplementary 
Material, Section 4). Although the overall patterns are broadly consistent with the results pre-
sented in the manuscript, the Outcome × Time interaction was only marginally significant (p = 
.061), potentially because of a pre-election difference between Labour and non-Labour voters. 

Supplementary Material, Section 3). For both 

the national and local models, including covari-

ates (gender, age, and national British identifi-

cation) did not affect the results. Therefore, we 

report the more parsimonious analyses without 

covariates in the main manuscript, while anal-

yses including covariates are presented in Sup-

plementary Material (Section 6). Additionally, 

because the samples used for the national and 

local-level analyses differed (see Figure 1), we 

repeated the national-level analyses using the 

smaller “local” dataset (see Supplementary Ma-

terial, Section 7). The results were similar re-

gardless of whether the national or local da-

taset was used. 

3. RESULTS 

3.1 Role of the General Election Outcome at 
the National Level 

We conducted a mixed model regressing polit-

ical trust on time (within-subject; -1 = pre-elec-

tion vs. +1 = post-election), election outcome 

(between-subject; -1 = losing vs. +1 = winning), 

and collective action (z-score).2 

Full results are reported in Table 2. The analysis 

yielded a significant main effect of time on po-

litical trust, with higher levels observed post-

election compared to pre-election. This differ-

ence was qualified by a significant interaction 

with the national outcome of the election (see 

Figure 2). Specifically, while political trust in-

creased in both groups, the increase was signif-

icantly stronger among winners (i.e., Labour 

voters), b = 0.42, SE = 0.05, ꞵ = .34, 95% CI [.25, 

.42], t(539) = 7.58, p < .001, than among those 

who voted for losing parties, b = 0.13, SE = 0.04, 

ꞵ = .10, 95% CI [.05, .16], t(539) = 3.56, p < .001. Put 

differently, trust levels did not differ between 

Labour voters and others before the election, b 

= 0.10, SE = 0.12,  ꞵ = .08, 95% CI [-.10, .27], t(631) = 

0.91, p = .366. However, the difference became 

significant after the election, with Labour voters 
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Table 2 
Results of the Mixed Model with National Election Outcome 

Variable b SE ꞵ 95% CI t(539) p 

Election outcome 0.13 0.06 .10 .01 .19 2.26 .024 

Time 0.14 0.02 .11 .08 .14 8.30 < .001 

Collective action -0.02 0.05 -.02 -.10 .07 -0.35 .728 

Outcome × Time 0.07 0.02 .06 .03 .08 4.47 < .001 

Outcome × Collective action 0.12 0.05 .10 .01 .18 2.28 .023 

Collective action × Time -0.01 0.02 -.01 -.04 .01 -0.89 .375 

Outcome × Collective action × Time 0.001 0.02 .001 -.02 .03 0.05 .963 

   
Figure 2 
Political Trust as a Function of Time and National Outcome of the Election 

 
Note. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals. Political trust is measured on a 7-point Lik-
ert scale. 
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Figure 3 
Political Trust as a Function of Collective Action and National Outcome of the Election 

  
Note. Political trust is measured on a 7-point Likert scale. Collective action ranges 0-8 in 
our sample; however, as only three participants reported between five and eight actions, 
we cropped the figure at a value of four (see Supplementary Material, Section 2, for de-
tails). 
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expressing higher political trust, b = 0.40, SE = 

0.12, ꞵ = .32, 95% CI [.14, .50], t(631) = 3.42, p < .001. 

Further, we observed an interaction effect be-

tween collective action and election outcome 

(understood here as party affiliation, given the 

absence of a time effect; Figure 3). Among La-

bour voters, there was no significant relation-

ship between collective action and political 

trust, b = 0.10, SE = 0.09, ꞵ = .08, 95% CI [-.05, .22], 

t(539) = 1.19, p = .235. In contrast, among non-

Labour voters, collective action was negatively 

associated with political trust, b = -0.14, SE = 

0.06, ꞵ = -.11, 95% CI [-.21, -.01], t(539) = -2.24, p = 

.025. 

In spite of these two two-way interactions, the 

hypothesized three-way interaction was not 

significant. In other words, while trust in-

creased more among election winners (La-

bour) than among election losers (all other par-

ties), this effect was not moderated by collec-

tive action engagement—although collective 

action showed a link to trust that depends on 

political party but not time.  

As robustness checks, we replicated the analy-

sis with collective action as a dichotomous 

score (no collective action vs. at least one col-

lective action; see Supplementary Material, 

Section 8). To account for the fact that some ac-

tions are more costly and less frequent than 

others, we also replicated this analysis with a 

Rasch score, which takes item difficulty into ac-

count. The interaction between outcome and 

time remained significant in both analyses. The 

interaction between outcome and collective 

action remained significant for the Rasch score 

and was marginally significant for the dichoto-

mous score, although the simple effects were 

similar.  

3.2 Role of the General Election Outcome at 
the Local Level  

In a second analysis, we turned to the local 

level, examining whether the local victory or 

defeat of one’s MP candidate would interact 

           
3 We conducted the same analysis using the pre-registered 2-item measure of trust. The three-
way interaction was only marginally significant (p = .089; see Supplementary Material, Section 4). 

with collective action to predict changes in 

trust levels. We tested a similar model, now 

considering the local outcome of the election (-

1 = local candidate losing vs. +1 = winning; see 

Table 3 for full results).3  

Similar to what we observed with the national 

outcome, the general increase in political trust 

post-election was moderated by the election 

outcome: The increase was greater among 

those whose preferred local candidate won, b = 

0.33, SE = 0.05, ꞵ = .27, 95% CI [.19, .35], t(463) = 

6.35, p < .001, compared to those whose candi-

date lost, b = 0.13, SE = 0.04, ꞵ = .11, 95% CI [.04, 

.17], t(463) = 3.15, p = .002. 

Second and most interestingly, the hypothe-

sized three-way interaction was now significant 

(see Figure 4). Specifically, while political trust 

generally increased post-election, this was not 

the case for individuals who had engaged in po-

litical collective action prior to the election and 

whose preferred local candidate lost. For the 

latter, there was no difference in trust between 

the pre- and post-election time (see Table 4). 

Put differently, there was no pre-election differ-

ence in trust between voters. However, post-

election, among those who had engaged in 

more collective action, individuals whose pre-

ferred candidate won expressed higher levels 

of political trust than those whose preferred 

candidate lost (see Table 5). 

As before, for robustness checks we replicated 

the analysis using the dichotomous score of 

collective action (no collective action vs. at least 

one collective action; see Supplementary Mate-

rial, Section 8) and the Rasch score of collective 

action (see Supplementary Material, Section 9). 

The three-way interaction became non-signifi-

cant when considering the dichotomous score 

(p = .178), which suggests that the increasing 

amount of engagement matters more for our 

pattern of results than a mere engagement vs. 

non-engagement dichotomy. The interaction 

was slightly reduced (p = .052) when using the
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Table 3 
Results of the Mixed Model with Local Election Outcome 

Variable b SE ꞵ 95% CI t(463) p 

Local outcome 0.17 0.06 .13 .05 .22 2.99 .003 

Time 0.12 0.02 .09 .07 .12 6.93 < .001 

Collective action -0.03 0.05 -.03 -.11 .06 -0.58 .559 

Local outcome × Time 0.05 0.02 .04 .01 .07 3.00 .003 

Local outcome × Collective action 0.07 0.05 .06 -.03 .14 1.29 .197 

Collective action × Time -0.01 0.02 -.01 -.04 .02 -0.65 .519 

Local outcome × Collective action × 
Time 

0.04 0.02 .03 .004 .06 2.27 .023 

  
Table 4 
Simple Effect of Time (T2-T1) According to Local Outcome of the Election and Collective 
Action 

Collective action  Local outcome b SE ꞵ 95% CI t(463) p 
-1 SD Losing 0.23 0.06 .18 .06 .31 3.68  .002 
  Winning 0.28 0.07 .23 .08 .37 3.96  .001 
Mean Losing 0.13 0.04 .11 .02 .19 3.15 .010 
  Winning 0.33 0.05 .27 .16 .38 6.35 < .001 
+1 SD Losing 0.04 0.06 .03 -.10 .16 0.58 .937 
  Winning 0.39 0.07 .31 .17 .46 5.46 < .001 

  
 

Table 5 
Simple Effect of Local Outcome of the Election (Winning - Losing) According to Time and 
Collective Action 

Time Collective action  B SE β 95% CI t(547) p 
Pre-election -1 SD 0.17 0.16 .13 -.20 .47 1.02 .737 
  Mean 0.23 0.12 .19 -.06 .43 1.99 .193 
  +1 SD 0.30 0.16 .24 -.10 .58 1.83 .262 
Post-election -1 SD 0.22 0.16 .18 -.16 .51 1.34 .535 
  Mean 0.43 0.12 .35 .11 .59 3.73 .001 
  +1 SD 0.65 0.16 .52 .19 .86 3.99 < .001 
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Figure 4 
Political Trust as a Function of Time, Local Outcome of the Election, and Collective Ac-
tion 
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 Rasch score. However, it is important to stress 

that in both cases the simple effects remain 

similar to those obtained in the main analysis. 

4. GENERAL DISCUSSION 

This study aimed to examine how collective ac-

tion relates to changes in political trust post-

election, taking into account the outcome of 

the election. We relied on longitudinal survey 

data collected during the 2024 UK General 

Election and assessed changes in trust in the 

UK political system from before to after the 

election.  

4.1 Collective Action Hinders the General In-
crease in Political Trust Following Local 
Electoral Defeat 

Our results align with the existing literature 

suggesting that electoral processes in demo-

cratic and representative systems foster politi-

cal trust (Hooghe & Stiers, 2016). Specifically, we 

found an overall increase in political trust fol-

lowing the General Election. Interestingly, this 

increase was moderated by the electoral out-

come: Increase in trust was higher among par-

ticipants who supported the winning side / di-

minished among those who supported the los-

ing side(s). Nonetheless, the increase in trust 

was significant in both groups. This suggests 

that even losing an election does not entirely 

negate the trust-enhancing effects of partici-

pating in a democratic process, possibly due to 

increased perceptions of procedural justice 

(Citrin & Stoker, 2018; Gulevich et al., 2024)—alt-

hough the exact process remains, here, specu-

lative. Importantly, we observed a consistent 

role of election outcomes at both the national 

level (i.e., whether participants voted for the 

winning party) and the local level (i.e., whether 

the candidate they voted for was elected as 

MP). Interestingly, Lalot and Abrams (2025) 

found that, in the same election, voters’ willing-

ness to forgive political leaders for past trust vi-

olations increased after the election. While vot-

ers showed an ingroup bias, expressing greater 

willingness to forgive their own leader in gen-

eral, forgiveness increased to a similar extent 

for in- and outgroup leaders from before to 

after the election—an effect that mirrors the in-

crease in trust reported in the present paper. 

This may indicate a general motivation from 

both election winners and losers to “reach 

across the aisle” and focus on the future of the 

superordinate group (i.e., the nation). 

More crucially, we found partial support for our 

hypothesized interaction between collective 

action and election outcomes in their associa-

tion with increased political trust (pre- to post-

election). This moderating effect was signifi-

cant only with election outcomes at the local 

level. Specifically, the general increase in politi-

cal trust was not significant among individuals 

who had invested in collective action and 

whose preferred local candidate lost. Contrary 

to our expectations, we did not find the reverse 

effect—that is, no significantly stronger in-

crease in trust among those who had invested 

and whose local candidate had won. Rather, 

our results suggest that collective political en-

gagement amplifies the psychological cost of 

defeat: Individuals who invested in collective 

action and experienced electoral failure at the 

local level did not benefit from the general in-

crease in trust typically associated with partici-

pation in a democratic election. These findings 

thus resonate with those reported by Toubøl 

(2019), who observed a negative impact of col-

lective action on political trust, but also call for 

a more nuanced interpretation. Our results 

suggest indeed that this relationship may be 

moderated by the perceived outcome of the 

collective action, particularly whether it is seen 

as successful or not. Interestingly, the three-

way interaction involving a dichotomous score 

of collective action did not reach significance, 

suggesting that only substantial engagement, 

rather than minimal engagement is related to 

political trust. In other words, it appears that the 

amount of engagement, rather than mere par-

ticipation, is key in understanding post-election 

political trust among election losers. 

4.2 Implications 

These findings are relevant for the collective ac-

tion literature. They suggest that investment in 
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political collective action may affect political 

trust if the outcome is unfavorable, ultimately 

undermining support for the democratic polit-

ical system, a possibility largely overlooked to 

date. Indeed, most of the literature has focused 

on understanding and fostering engagement 

in collective action but has rarely considered 

the potential negative downstream conse-

quences. The present research contributes to 

bridging this gap. 

One could argue that those who unsuccess-

fully invested in collective action are few and 

therefore not relevant. Against this argument, 

we believe instead that those individuals are 

important to study. Indeed, it is likely they be-

long or contribute to mobilizing minority 

movements, i.e., they are those who both care 

about the future of the group and perceive a 

normative conflict (minority dissent; see 

Packer, 2008). Such individuals strive for a col-

lective amelioration of grievances and may 

drive societal change (Moscovici, 1980; Wood et 

al., 1994). Understanding when they lose faith in 

the system is therefore of crucial importance.  

Further, our findings suggest that individuals 

interpret the success or failure of collective ac-

tion in relation to more proximal, tangible out-

comes. Local elections may be perceived as 

more directly influenced by one’s collective ac-

tion efforts and thus more relevant to evaluat-

ing the effectiveness of civic engagement and 

the collective efficacy that results from collec-

tive action investment (Carvacho et al., 2023; 

Lalot & Abrams, in press; Van Stekelenburg et 

al., 2016).  

4.3 Limitations, Constraints on Generality, 
and Avenues for Future Research 

Our study addresses an important question for 

democratic life and provides real-world evi-

dence regarding the under-examined relation-

ship between collective action, electoral out-

comes, and political trust. However, several lim-

itations must be acknowledged. 

First, we focused on a rather general measure 

of political trust that encompasses politicians 

in general, members of Parliament, and local 

council, which should therefore capture a 

broad sense of trust in and support for the po-

litical system (Zmerli, 2022). However, we did 

not consider other specific institutions (e.g., jus-

tice system, Murtin et al., 2018; science, e.g., 

Marinthe et al., 2024) that could also account for 

trust in the system and help maintain healthy 

societies, especially in the context of the cur-

rent crisis of democracy. It will be useful for fu-

ture research to also consider other political ac-

tors and to assess whether similar dynamics 

can be observed.     

Another point of caution is the overall low level 

of engagement in political collective action ob-

served in our study. We used an additive scale 

measuring actual behaviors (rather than inten-

tions, which may show greater variance) 

among average citizens—who are, by defini-

tion, generally less engaged than political activ-

ists. Although this type of measure is common 

in the collective action literature (e.g., Lubell et 

al., 2007), alternative additive scales using a 

broader range of response options (e.g., “never,” 

“once or twice,” “more than twice”; Richey, 

2023) may increase variability between partici-

pants. As mentioned above, we believe it is im-

portant to study those engaged individuals 

who strive for societal change. It would thus be 

important for future studies to consider differ-

ent populations (e.g., political activists) to as-

sess whether the associations we observed rep-

licate among individuals with greater variation 

in high levels of collective action engagement.  

In addition, although collective actions were 

measured in relation to the preparation of the 

election, we were not able to statistically 

demonstrate a causal impact on political trust. 

Future research could examine whether these 

associations hold by adopting an experimental 

design or a longitudinal design including more 

than two waves. Such longitudinal designs 

would allow researchers to distinguish intrain-

dividual from interindividual variations (i.e., 

through random-intercept cross-lagged panel 

models) and thus provide stronger evidence for 
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causality.  

Longer time frames would also allow research-

ers to determine whether post-election fluctu-

ations in trust are temporary or long-lasting. 

There is a current debate as to whether political 

trust shapes and crystallizes in adolescence on 

the basis of early-life experiences, and thereaf-

ter only shows temporal fluctuations (e.g., 

Devine & Valgarðsson, 2024; Krosnick & Alwin, 

1989), or whether political experiences in adult-

hood, including collective action engagement, 

continue to durably shape trust (Sivesind et al., 

2013). The present data can only speak of short-

term fluctuations and more work is needed to 

determine how trust is influenced in the long 

run. 

Further, although we speculate that our find-

ings may be explained by perceptions of proce-

dural justice (Citrin & Stoker, 2018), we did not 

directly measure this construct. Future re-

search should examine the underlying mecha-

nisms—particularly regarding the impact of 

collective action on political trust—to provide a 

clearer understanding of the processes in-

volved. Doing so would also inform communi-

cation strategies that might prevent losses in 

political trust following democratic elections. 

Future studies may also examine potential in-

terindividual moderators that make some peo-

ple more or less sensitive to the success or fail-

ure of the actions in which they had engaged.   

Our findings are necessarily context-specific as 

the study was conducted during a single na-

tional election in the United Kingdom. Alt-

hough we believe our findings may generalize 

to other multiparty democratic systems, politi-

cal institutions vary significantly across coun-

tries. Structural variables such as the degree of 

electoral representativeness or the number of 

political parties (Marien, 2011), and the size of 

the polity (Stockemer, 2017) could influence the 

observed dynamics. Furthermore, in authori-

tarian contexts, the relationship between col-

lective action and political trust may differ sub-

stantially (Acar & Uluğ, 2021; Chan et al., 2023; 

Gulliver et al., 2022). Future studies should 

therefore test these hypotheses in a wider 

range of political systems, including both di-

verse democratic and authoritarian regimes. 

5. CONCLUSION 

Across Europe, democratic systems are under 

increasing strain, marked by declining electoral 

participation and the growing influence of au-

thoritarian and far-right movements. These 

trends raise concerns about citizens’ disen-

gagement and the gradual erosion of trust in 

democratic institutions (Fieschi & Heywood, 

2004; Ionescu et al., 2021). The United Kingdom 

provides a particularly illustrative case: The 

“Partygate” scandal and years of political insta-

bility have undermined institutional credibility 

and contributed to voter disillusionment. The 

2024 General Election represented both a polit-

ical turning point and an opportunity to exam-

ine the psychological mechanisms that sustain 

or weaken citizens’ political trust.  

Consistent with previous research, we observed 

a general increase in trust following the elec-

tion; yet this effect depended on how individu-

als experienced participation and the electoral 

outcome. Citizens who both participated ac-

tively and supported winning candidates 

tended to report higher post-election trust, 

suggesting that democratic success reinforces 

perceptions of efficacy and legitimacy. In con-

trast, when collective action efforts failed to 

achieve the desired outcome (i.e., such as when 

participants supported a losing local candi-

date), this could be associated with weaker en-

gagement with democratic processes.  

Our research is among the few studies to 

demonstrate that collective action is associated 

with support for the political system depending 

on the perceived success of participation. These 

findings advance our understanding of how 

both institutionalized and non-institutionalized 

forms of civic engagement are linked to politi-

cal trust and extend the literature on the 

broader possible consequences of collective ac-

tion for democratic life. Crucially, identifying 

these psychological determinants is essential 
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for developing strategies that preserve percep-

tions of procedural fairness and institutional le-

gitimacy across all segments of the population.  

Overall, our results highlight the importance of 

both institutionalized and non-institutional-

ized political engagement as interacting pre-

dictors of trust, with implications for under-

standing how democratic participation is re-

lated to strengthened support for the political 

system or, when expectations are unmet, un-

dermine citizens’ commitment to democratic 

governance. 
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