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Abstract 

The Estonian Citizens’ Assembly Process (ECA) was initiated in 2013 as a direct consequence 

of a legitimacy crisis of Estonian political parties and representative institutions. The spark 

igniting this crisis was the unravelling of a scheme of illegal party financing. The response from 

the governmental institutions took the form of a democratic innovation drawing on public 

crowdsourcing and deliberative mini-publics. This study is conducted on the basis of a broad 

survey among the participants in the initial crowdsourcing for proposals of the ECA (n=847). 

The focus of this paper is on the relationship between citizen participation and political trust. 

Two main research questions guides this paper: (1) How has participants vertical and horizontal 

trust developed in relation to their participation in the ECA?, and (2) What factors explain 

variations of change in trust among participants? While existing research questions whether 

citizens engagement in political participation functions as a source of trust, participatory 

processes alike the ECA are continually being initiated with the explicit aim of impeding 

developments of growing public distrust and fostering a greater trust in governmental 

institutions. 

 

Keywords: Democratic innovations, political participation, democratic legitimacy, vertical 

trust, horizontal trust. 
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Introduction 

The Estonian Citizens’ Assembly Process (ECA) originated in the wake of a political scandal 

involving a scheme of illegal party financing, and included a number of innovative participatory 

mechanisms. Exposed in May 2012 by a former MP, the latent distrust towards the political 

system in Estonia developed into a crisis, characterized by anti-political sentiments, antagonism 

and protests. The crisis culminated in a pamphlet written and signed by parts of the intelligentsia 

of Estonia. The pamphlet later metamorphosed into an online petition with more than 18,000 

signatures and had strong impact in the media. In the process that followed, two innovative 

solutions were introduced: an online crowdsourcing platform designed to collect policy 

proposals from citizens; and a modified version of a ‘deliberation day’ called ‘Rahvakogu’. In 

this participatory process, 15 proposals for new legislation was decided upon and handed over 

to Parliament by the President. In April 2014, three of these proposals were implemented by 

Parliament (Jonsson, 2015). 

This article will focus on one of these participatory mechanisms: the initial public 

crowdsourcing for policy proposals. Although specific policy recommendations was the end 

goal of the participatory process, restoring the legitimacy of the political institutions was 

arguably the foremost sought after goal of introducing participatory mechanisms. In this paper 

we set out to investigate the effects of the crowdsourcing of proposals on political legitimacy 

by way of analyzing data from a survey among participants (n=847) in the crowdsourcing. The 

focus of this paper is on the relationship between citizen participation and political trust. Two 

main research questions guides this paper: (1) How has participants vertical and horizontal trust 

developed in relation to their participation in the ECA?, and (2) What factors explain variations 

in change of vertical and horizontal trust among participants? While existing research questions 

whether citizens engagement in political participation functions as a source of trust, 

participatory processes alike the ECA are continually being initiated with the explicit aim of 

impeding developments of growing public distrust and fostering a greater trust in governmental 

institutions. 

The rest of the paper will be structured as follows: first the case analyzed, the ECA, will be 

present in more length supplying a better understanding of the context for- as well as the process 

the ECA, thereafter the methods and measurements of the analysis are presented followed by 

the empirical analysis. 
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Theory: participation and political legitimacy 

During the recent decades trends of decreasing trust for political institutions as well as actors 

(Norris, 1999), engagement in political parties (Mair & Van Biezen, 2000), and voter turnout 

(Dalton, 2004) have spurred a renewed interest in reforming the ways that citizens participate 

in representative democracies (Smith, 2009). This is perhaps most evident in a growing 

experimentation among nation states with various forms of democratic innovation, i.e. a range 

of new mechanisms aimed at expanding citizens’ participation in political decision-making 

(Smith, 2009; Newton & Geissel, 2012). Such innovations include town hall meetings, 

deliberative polls, participatory budgeting, e-petitioning and issue forums. A common 

denominator is that they all represent attempts by governmental organisations to promote the 

participation of citizens in policies. They are government driven (top-down) rather than citizen 

initiated (bottom-up), and embedded within institutions.   

The general hope is that such innovations could reinvigorate the relationship between citizens 

and political institutions through more effective communication (Karlsson, 2013a), increased 

political engagement (Smith, 2009) and inspire political representatives in a more responsive 

direction (Karlsson, 2013b). Ultimately leading to increased levels of trust in institutions among 

citizens (Wang & Wan Wart, 2007). 

Empirical studies although indicate that when implemented and designed poorly democratic 

innovations risk causing citizens to grow more critical of political institutions. Bryer (2011) 

warns that democratic innovations may create a “democratic bubble” of high expectations of 

responsiveness from the governments that, when not granted risk to burst:  

If citizens are being tempted with some degree of empowerment through participatory means and 

are developing trust with government offices where no such trust existed before, is it possible that 

this “bubble” of participatory good will can burst? Perhaps it might burst if citizens perceive that 

they are not truly empowered or influential in shaping” (Bryer, 2011) 

Hence, the jury is still out regarding the ultimate consequences of democratic innovations on 

citizens’ trust in institutions. On the one hand, such innovations have the potential to perform 

important functions in representative democracy, fostering a growing sense of legitimacy and 

trust among citizens. On the other hand, initiating democratic innovations is always 

accompanied with a risk for wide spread disappointment potentially leading to a growing 

dissent with government.  
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A third, less explored possibility, is that democratic innovations help foster a growing 

interpersonal trust among its participants. As democratic innovations foremost create arenas for 

citizens to jointly, act on- and debate issues of common interest, it is possible that the outcome 

of such processes relate to their views and attitudes towards other citizens rather than political 

institutions.  

One strand of theoretical argumentation that has led to the assumption that engagement in 

arenas such as democratic innovation can increase interpersonal trust is the theory of social 

capital (Putnam, 2000). Ranging back to the writing of Durkheim, as well as that of Marx and 

de Toqueville, is the idea that by way of participation in collaborative ventures aimed at 

common purposes, individuals learn to see closer connections between their individual interest 

and the public good (Portes, 2000). This process has later been termed the creation of social 

capital, an entity consisting of both the networks and ties between individuals in a society and 

the norms that arise from citizens’ senses of social responsibility and interpersonal trust 

(Putnam, 2000; Bourdieu, 1986). In this study we test these three possible outcomes regarding 

the effects of democratic innovations on trust, in the case of the Estonian Citizens’ Assembly. 

Case description: The Estonian Citizens’ Assembly 

The Estonian Citizens’ Assembly Process (ECA)1 was initiated in 2013 as a response to the 

then unfolding political crisis that was rooted in the unveiling of a financial scheme used to get 

around the legislation of political party financing. It was, however, not the political parties 

themselves that initiated the process, but the President in cooperation with civil society 

organizations. With its semi-presidential political structure, the President of Estonia is the head 

of state, elected by Parliament on a five year term, but is not politically attached to the 

government. The office is also constrained by the constitution and holds no executive power. 

Yet, the office scores relatively, to the parliament and political parties, high in surveys 

measuring trust (Duvold, 2006) and thus has a strong mandate in the Estonian society. 

Initiated by the President and supported by civil society organizations, the ECA consisted of 

numerous actors and institutions spanning three political arenas. The ECA started in the public 

sphere, had its crescendo in democratic innovations and ended up in the representative bodies. 

Since this paper will focus on only one part of the democratic innovations (the crowdsourcing 

                                                           
1 It is important to early on highlight that the ECA is not the official name of the “process”. It is rather an 
analytical necessity from our side, to capture a series of events that ended up in new and citizens created 
legislation.  
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of proposals), we will not present all steps taken in the process in detail2. Yet, it is important to 

know the stages in the process to understand its vastness and presumable impact on citizens 

changes in trust towards political institutions, fellow citizens and civil society organizations. 

The initial phase of the ECA can is to be found in the public sphere. After reveling the illegal 

financial scheme in a newspaper article in May 2012, it took until autumn of the same year for 

the public react on the scandal and mobilize protests in the streets. In this atmosphere, a 

declaration written and signed by the intelligentsia and called Harta 12 (Charter 12) was 

published in the newspaper, Postimees. The entire pamphlet constituted a full frontal attack on 

the political establishment in Estonia, adopting a harsh but straightforward tone and included 

statements such as ‘Estonia's democracy is crumbling before our eyes’, ‘democratic 

legitimation has ceased’ and ‘those holding power in Estonia no longer feel the need to take 

heed of the public’. This pamphlet rather quickly metamorphosed into an online petition, 

collecting 18.000 signatures in the first week. 

The combination of Charter 12’s circulation by the media, the protests in the streets and the 

successful online petition certainly put pressure on the political establishment to act. The 

political parties had, thus far, done nothing concrete other than letting the Minister of Justice 

step down. Now, however, the President stepped in: after which the protesters left the streets 

and negotiations began. 

President Toomas Hendrik Ilves began the whole process by inviting representatives from 

civil society organisations, political parties, social scientists, lawyers, and the signatories of 

Charter 12 to a meeting in the Jääkelder (‘ice cellar’: hereafter referred to as ‘the Ice-Cellar 

Meeting’). The President is an outspoken champion for deeper discussion in the public sphere 

and wanted to meet the protests and antagonism with deliberation and negotiations. 

The main results of the ‘Ice-Cellar Meeting’ was that: a crowdsourcing process should be 

set up to collect ideas from citizens on the issue of political party financing and surronding 

topics, and that a variation of a ’deliberation day’ should be set up to in a deliberative manner 

decide upon what proposoals that should be taken into Parliament. The outline of the process 

was decided without the active support of the political parties. 

It was the Estonian Cooperation Assembly3, along with a number of civil society actors that 

did set up and managed the crowdsourcing process. To connect the crowdsourcing process to 

                                                           
2  See Jonsson 2015 for a more detailed analysis of the ECA as a whole. 
3 The Estonian Cooperation Assembly is a network of organizations and political parties created by the former 

President and formally tied to the Office of the President. After reorganization in 2006, the Assembly is more 

independent, funded by the public, employs staff, conducts its own research and functions as a form of think 

tank. 
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the upcoming deliberation day, a web page was formulated around five chosen topics, all 

somehow connected to party financing. Every contribution from citizens had, in some way, to 

deal with one of these topics. Among the requirements for citizens to be able to post material 

on the website was for them to log in with an electronic ID4, thus making the identity of 

contributors known, and their suggestions publicly accessible. An initial aim was to reduce 

public animosity; interestingly, the design choice of electronic IDs seems to have had this effect 

(Jonsson 2015). As the process ended, a total of 2,000 original proposals and 4,000 comments 

on those had been posted on the website. When the collection of contributions ended, an expert 

group consisting of representatives from civil society organizations categorized and organized 

the proposals by hand, sorting them into broader categories for the next stage in the process. 

The next stage was that a group of voluntary experts in political science and law “translated” 

the ideas and comments from the crowdsourcing into policy proposals in shape of legislation 

bills. After being working with these issues over a few weeks, 18 policy proposals was 

presented before the “deliberation day” called Rahvakogu5. 

On 6 April 2013, 314 randomly selected Estonian citizens (550 citizens were selected to 

participate) met for a day of deliberation upon the 18 proposals. The day itself became a major 

media event, and did attract a great deal of public attention. The day ended with a formal vote 

in which 15 of the proposals were passed. 

Since the ECA had not been officially sanction by political parties nor the parliament, there 

was no clear cut way to present the proposals in the parliament (Riigikogu). It therefore became 

necessary for the President to use his right to present Bills for the parliament. Almost one year 

after the ending of the ECA, in April 2014, three proposals had been accepted and implemented 

by the parliament. 

  

Methods and measurements 

Survey 

The analyses presented in this paper draws on a survey among participants in the ECA (n=847). 

A survey was sent out to all 2042 Estonians who had participated in the crowdsourcing process 

of the ECA. The response rate was decent at 41,5%. The survey included questions about the 

ECA process, as well as questions about experiences of political participation, trust in political 

                                                           
4 Electronic ID is widely used, by some 86% of the Estonian population. The ID card is also necessary when 

voting in Parliamentary e-elections. 
5 Rahvakogu is literary translated as ”the people’s assembly”. 
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institutions and satisfaction with democracy as well as a number of socio- demographic 

background questions.  

 

Measurements 

Table 1 presents the operationalizations and measurements of each concept. It also shows 

information concerning variable construction, scaling, and reliability measures (Cronbach’s 

alpha) for index variables, all of which reached an acceptable degree of reliability (>.7) except 

for the index for horizontal trust that scored just below 7 (α: .693). 
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Table 1. Operationalizations and measurements 

Concept Operationalization Variable Scale 

Trust 

(Change in) Horizontal 

trust 

Assesses how participants 

perceived their change in 

trust in other citizens and 

the civil society following 

their participation in the 

ECA process 

Index variable based on two items, 

measuring change in trust in other citizens 

and the civil society, each on a scale from -

3 to 3, in which 0 indicates stability. 

-6 to 6 

α: .693 

(Change in) Vertical 

trust 

Assesses how participants 

perceived their change in 

trust in the parliament, 

political parties, 

government and the 

president following their 

participation in the ECA 

process 

Index variable based on four items, 

measuring change in trust in political 

parties, the parliament, the government and 

the president, each on a scale from -3 to 3, 

in which 0 indicates stability. 

-12 to 12 

 

α: .887 

Political Factors 

Satisfaction with 

democracy 

Assesses how participants 

perceived their satisfaction 

with how Estonian 

democracy functions 

Answer to the survey question, “Overall, how 

satisfied are you with the way Estonian 

democracy functions today?” 

1 = Not at all 

satisfied  

4 = Very 

satisfied 

Political engagement Measures the respondents 

acts of political 

participation that during 

the last 12 months 

Index based on 12 items measuring 

participants’ activity in the following forms 

of participation: 

 Contacted a politician (0–1) 

 Contacted an organisation (0–1) 

 Contacted a public servant (0–1) 

 Worked for a political party (0–1) 

 Participated in a protest campaign online 

(0–1) 

 Worked for an interest organisation (0–1) 

 Wore a campaign button (0–1) 

 Signed a petition (0-1) 

 Participated in a  

demonstration (0–1) 

 Participated in a labour strike (0–1) 

 Participated in a bojcott (0–1) 

 Contributed economically to a political 

cause (0–1) 

0 to 12 

 

α: .715 

Ideological self-

positioning 

Measures participants’ 

self-perceived ideological 

orientation on a left–right 

spectrum  

“Politics is often discussed in relation to a 

left–right spectrum. Where would you place 

yourself on this scale?” 1 = Left-most, 10 = 

Right-most 

1-10 
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Table 1 (cont.) Operationalisations and measurements 

Concept Operationalisation Variable Scale 

Socio-demographic Characteristics 

Age Indicates participants’ age (in 

years)  

Number of years 19 to 91 

Gender Indicates participants’ gender 0 = Man; 1 = Woman 0 to 1 

Post-secondary 

education  

Identifies participants with 

either an academic or 

vocational post-secondary 

education  

0 = No post-secondary education 

1 = Post-secondary education  

0 to 1 

Procedural satisfaction 

Satisfaction with 

implemented 

Measures participants’ 

degree of satisfaction with 

the implementation of the 

Rahvakogu process 

Additive index based on participants’ 

satisfaction with: 

 Information disseminated to the 

public (0–4) 

 Information disseminated to 

participants (0–4) 

 Ease of use/availability (0–4) 

 Possibility for discussion (0–4) 

 How the recommendations were 

synthesised (0–4) 

 The quality of the final 

recommendations (0-4) 

 The implementation of the 

recommendations by the parliament 

(0-4) 

0 to 28 

 

α: .824 

Perceived functionality 

of the innovation 

Measures participants’ 

perceptions of the 

functionality of the 

democratic innovation in the 

wider realm of local 

democracy  

Additive index based on perceptions 

about how e-petitions 

 Give citizens more influence over 

the local political agenda (0–4) 

 Contribute to better decisions and 

efficiency in local government (0–4)  

0 to 8 

 

α: .825 

Activity in innovation Measures participants’ 

degree of activity in 

innovation 

Additive index based on activity in: 

 Reading petitions (0–4) 

 Discussing petitions (0–4) 

 Creating petitions (0–4) 

0 to 12 

 

α: .743 
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Analysis 

Changes in vertical and horizontal trust: Descriptive analyses 

From evaluating mere descriptive analyses it becomes evident that participation in the ECA 

influenced both vertical as well as horizontal trust and that the effects go in a positive as well 

as negative direction. While the trust levels of about 40% of the participants remain unchanged 

in relation to participation in the ECA, a majority of the participants experience a positive or 

negative change in their trust for different political institutions, other citizens as well as civil 

society. Regarding vertical trust, or trust for political institutions, the changes are predominantly 

negative (See figure 1, below). Hence at the outset we can confirm that the ECA was not an 

effective way of reinstating vertical trust among participants. Over 60% of the participants 

experience a negative change in trust for the Estonian national parliament. For over 50% of the 

participants the trust in Estonian parties and the national government decreases in relation to 

their participation in the ECA. Lastly more than 40% of the participants experience decreasing 

trust for the president.  

 

Positive changes in trust for these institutions are rarer. Yet, 16% of the participants have 

increased their level of trust for the president while less than 10% increased their trust for the 

government, parties and parliament. When aggregating the changes in trust for political 

institutions into an index (see figure 2, below) we find that 65% of the participants’ decreased 

their level of vertical trust, while almost a third (27,3%) remain at the same level of vertical 

trust as before the ECA and merely 7% of the participants increased their level of trust. 

 

For horizontal trust or trust for other citizens and the Estonian civil society, the effects of the 

ECA seem more positive. 46% of the participants experienced an increase in trust for civil 

society organizations and 40% increased trust for other citizens. Decreasing levels of horizontal 

trust are more rare, 15% of the participants walk away from the ECA with less trust for the 

Estonian civil society and 13% with lower levels of trust for other citizens. On an aggregated 

level (see figure 2, below) we find that a majority of the participants (51,7%) have increased 

their level of horizontal trust, while roughly a third of the participants (30,8%) have remained 

unchanged and only 17,5% of the participants have decreased their levels of horizontal trust.  
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Figure 1. Changes in trust: shares of participants and balance measurements. 

 

 

Figure 1. Changes in vertical and horizontal trust: shares of participants and balance 

measurements. 

 

 

While the overall pattern of changes in vertical and horizontal trust are clear, the question of 

understanding the underlying variation remains unanswered. In the following to sections we 

will turn to explanatory analyses of this variation, first concerning changes in vertical trust and 

thereafter horizontal trust. 
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Explaining changes in vertical trust  

The multinomial regression models investigate the effects of the independent variables on the 

likelihood (odds ratio, OR) of a participant having a positive or negative change in trust for 

political institutions. The analyses are conducted through pair vice comparisons between the 

participants whose trust in institutions has remained unchanged throughout the process (the 

reference category) and participants that have had a positive respectively a negative change in 

trust. The coefficients are to be interpreted as the effect of (one positive step on) the independent 

variable on the likelihood of having a positive respectively a negative change in trust. For 

instance the effect of satisfaction with democracy on positive changes in trust (OR: 4.963, 

p<.001) indicates with a 99,9% statistical significance that participants who are more satisfied 

with the Estonian democracy in general are almost five times as likely as less satisfied 

participants to experience a positive change in trust for institutions. An odds ratio of 1 indicates 

a null relationship, meaning that the likelihood of belonging to the reference category (constant) 

and the investigated category (negative change or positive change) is equal (1) regardless of the 

value on the independent variable. All coefficients below 1 indicate negative relationships. For 

instance the effect of satisfaction with democracy on negative changes in trust (OR: .199, 

p<.001) indicates that participants who are more satisfied with democracy are five times less 

likely than other participants to experience a negative change in trust.  

 

The above discussed effects of satisfaction with democracy are clearly among the strongest 

effects evident in the analyses. Being satisfied with the way democracy works in Estonia is 

clearly both a protective factor against loosing trust in institutions from participating the 

Citizens Assembly as well as a factor that strongly boosts the likelihood of increasing levels of 

trust. One can hence argue that if we view the Citizens Assembly as a process aimed at 

increasing trust for institutions, this is foremost successful among the already satisfied citizens. 

The process is thus to some extent preaching to the choir.   

 

The analyses does not produce any other significant effects on positive changes in trust, but a 

number of factors seems to influence the likelihood of experiencing a decrease in trust for 

institutions. First, satisfaction with the implementation of the ECA functions as a weak 

protective factor against decreasing trust in institutions (OR: .951, p<.1). The negative effect of 

satisfaction is only statistically significant at a 90% level and translates into less than a five 

percent decrease in likelihood for decreasing trust for each step on the index variable for 

satisfaction with the implementation (see table 1 for a description of this index). No 
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corresponding effect was found of satisfaction with the outcome of the process, i.e. effects on 

citizens agenda setting powers, and the quality of policy-making. Hence, the little effects found 

of procedural satisfaction relates exclusively to negative changes in trust and are fairly weak. 

In this case, the trust for institutions was clearly not strongly related to the actual procedure of 

the Citizens’ Assembly.  

 

Table 2. Multinomial logistic regression models explaining changes in trust for political 

institutions. 

 Constant Negative change Positive change 

Procedural satisfaction 

Activity (Index) 1 1.1x 1.082 

  (.055) (.088) 

Implementation (Index) 1 .951x 1.030 

  (.031) (.051) 

Functionality (Index) 1 1.064 1.185 

  (.056) (.107) 

Political factors 

Satisfaction with democracy 1 .199*** 4.963*** 

  (.192) (.372) 

Participation (Index) 1 1.053 1.110 

  (.063) (.097) 

Ideological orientation (Left-right) 1 1.004 .959 

  (.052) (.080) 

Socio-demographic characteristics 

Age 1 1.022** 1.013 

  (.007) (.012) 

Gender (woman) 1 .616x 1.129 

  (.250) (.407) 

Education (post-secondary) 1 5.499* .756 

  (.711) (1.136) 

N 846 

Nagelkerke R2 .4 

Note: The table displays odds ratios, with standard errors in parentheses. Levels of statistical significance is 

displayed as follows: ***: p<.001, **: p<.01, *: p<.05, x: p<.1. 

 

The analyses also vindicate a weak positive effect of the level of activity in the Citizens’ 

Assembly on negative change in trust (OR: 1.1, p<.1). Hence more active participants were 

actually more prone to experience a lost in trust for political institutions than inactive 

participants. The most probable explanation for this result is that the level of activity in the 

Assembly was higher among participants that were dissatisfied with the institutions. This 

interpretation is supported by the fact that level of activity is negatively associated with the 
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level of satisfaction with the democracy of Estonia (r: -.94, p<.05). Further we also find a very 

strong effect of education on negative changes in trust.  

 

Participants with a high level of education were actually more than five times more likely than 

other participants to experience a lost in trust for political institutions (OR: 5.499, p<.05).  This 

strong effect of education is actually independent from the effect of predisposition to the 

democratic system (satisfaction with democracy) as analyses of the relationship between 

education and satisfaction fail to find any significant relationship. Highly educated participants 

were also not less satisfied with the procedure and implementation of the Ravhakogu process. 

Hence highly educated participants were not more critical towards the Estonian democracy nor 

towards the Rahvakogu, they were only much more likely to become critical, or at least less 

trusting, from participating in the Rahvakogu process. The effect of education is one sided, the 

opposite relationship, that participants with low education were to be more likely to gain trust 

in institutions were not supported by the analysis (OR: 1.136, p>.1). This result is somewhat 

puzzling, as it does not support the common conclusion that highly educated citizens have 

higher levels of trust (c.f. Hooghe, Marien & de Vroome, 2012) and neither that they are more 

stable in their level of trust for political institutions. Instead we see a strongly decreasing level 

of trust in this group connected to political participation that cannot be explained by low 

satisfaction with the participatory process.  

 

Lastly the analyses find a positive effect on the likelihood of decreasing trust related to the age 

of the participants (OR: 1.022, p<.01). Older participants are more likely to experience a 

growing distrust in political institutions from participating in the Rahvakogu process. Neither 

in this case we find any corresponding relationship for positive changes in trust, I.E. that 

younger citizens are more likely to experience rising trust. All in all, the analyses find that a 

number of factors influence changes in trust related to participation in this democratic 

innovation. One of the main hypotheses of this paper is confirmed by the analyses as 

predisposition, meaning the participants’ level of satisfaction with democracy successfully 

predicts both decreasing and increasing levels of trust. High satisfaction strongly increases the 

likelihood of experiencing a positive change in trust for institutions and strongly decreases the 

likelihood of negative changes. The second hypothesis, that participants’ satisfaction with the 

participatory process should influence changes in trust is not supported.  
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Explaining changes in horizontal trust  

Turning to participants horizontal trust, identical explanatory models have been tested has on a 

dependent variable dividing citizens according to their experiences of changes in trust for other 

citizens and the Estonian civil society. Regarding negative changes in horizontal trust only one 

significant effect was identified by the model. Satisfaction with the implementation of the ECA 

functions had a negative effect on negative changes in horizontal trust (OR: .929, p<.05). Alike 

in the analysis of vertical trust procedural satisfaction, to a limited extent, seems to function as 

a protective factor against loss of horizontal trust.  

 

Turning to positive changes in horizontal trust we find some important differences in the 

building of vertical and horizontal trust through citizen participation. In contrast to the analysis 

of changes in vertical trust, predisposition (i.e. citizens satisfaction with democracy) had a 

negative effect on positive changes in horizontal trust (OR: .686, p<.05). Hence the analyses 

indicate that participants who were satisfied with Estonian democracy were less likely to gain 

a stronger horizontal trust from participating in the ECA. No corresponding effect was found 

for negative changes in horizontal trust, indicating that high satisfaction did not increase the 

likelihood of losing trust for citizens and civil society. Further, we find in the model for 

horizontal trust positive effects of procedural satisfaction which was not the case for vertical 

trust. Satisfaction with the implementation of the ECA (OR: 1.095, p<.01) as well as satisfaction 

with its functionality in Estonian democracy (OR: 1.296, p<.001) both had positive effects on 

increases in horizontal trust. These results indicate that procedures of participatory processes 

are of importance for effects on participants trust for citizens and civil society.  

Among the control factors we find two additional significant effects. First, the respondents 

experiences of political participation (outside of the ECA) increased the likelihood of growing 

horizontal trust (OR: 1.165, p<.01). Second, younger participants were more likely to 

experience an increased horizontal trust as we found a negative effect of age on positive changes 

in trust (OR: .971, p<.001). In sum hence older participants were both less likely to gain more 

trust in other citizens and civil society as well as more likely to lose trust in political institutions 

(see table 2, above).     

 

One, non significant finding begs for analysis, and that is the lack of effects of education on 

changes in horizontal trust. In the analysis of vertical trust we found a strong effect of education 

on decreasing trust, i.e. highly educated participants were much more likely to experience a 
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weakening trust for political institutions than other participants. No corresponding effects were 

found in the models explaining changes in horizontal trust.  

 

Table 3. Multinomial logistic regression models explaining changes in trust for citizens and 

civil society. 

 Constant Negative change Positive change 

Procedural satisfaction 

Activity (Index) 1 1.062 .987 

  (.064) (.050) 

Implementation (Index) 1 .929* 1.095** 

  (.035) (.028) 

Functionality (Index) 1 .994 1.296*** 

  (.062) (.053) 

Political factors 

Satisfaction with democracy 1 1.252 .686* 

  (.194) (.154) 

Participation (Index) 1 1.073 1.165** 

  (.073) (.057) 

Ideological orientation (Left-right) 1 1.098 .970 

  (.065) (.050) 

Socio-demographic characteristics 

Age 1 1.011 .971*** 

  (.009) (.007) 

Gender (woman) 1 1.407 .965 

  (.299) (.243) 

Education (post-secondary) 1 .506 3.251 

  (.701) (.764) 

N 581   

Nagelkerke (pseudo-R2)  .226   

Note: The table displays odds ratios, with standard errors in parentheses. Levels of statistical significance is 

displayed as follows: ***: p<.001, **: p<.01, *: p<.05, x: p<.1. 

 

Discussion 

The descriptive analyses make it fully evident that participation in the ECA-process did not 

foster a growing trust in political institutions. On the contrary we see evidence of a general 

downturn in vertical trust among participants. As the dependent variable in these analyses is 

change in trust we cannot fully attribute this trend to a bias among the participants i.e. that 

critical citizens were more willing to participate. This was without any doubt the case (over 

70% of the participants were relatively dissatisfied with Estonian democracy) but the 
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explanation for the downturn in vertical trust among participants following the ECA must be 

sought after elsewhere.  

Can this downturn be understood as an effect of dissatisfaction with the participatory process? 

Neither this seems to be confirmed by the analyses, as participants loosing vertical trust were 

not less satisfied with the implementation and functionality of the ECA than other participants. 

In fact, participants experiencing negative changes in vertical trust were actually more satisfied 

with the implementation of the ECA than other participants (see table 2).  

One important clue to this mystery is supplied by the result related to level of education. Highly 

educated participants were many times more likely to lose trust in political institutions. With a 

large margin this is the strongest effect in the analysis indicating that this participatory process 

had largely varying effects among participants of diverging education levels. Highly educated 

participants, potentially more critical and demanding, were much more likely to lose trust in 

institutions.  

The analysis of changes in horizontal trust generated more expected results. Participants that 

were more active politically, more satisfied with the implementation and the functionality of 

the ECA were also more likely to gain horizontal trust. There is although one puzzling exception 

in satisfaction with democracy. Participants that were satisfied with Estonian democracy were 

actually less likely to gain horizontal trust. This result must be interpreted in relation to the 

patterns of the analyzes as a whole. 

Viewed altogether the explanatory analyses showed widely varying results for changes in 

vertical and horizontal trust. The results actually indicate something of a null sum relationship 

between vertical and horizontal trust as the same factors that explain positive changes in one 

form of trust show negative effects on the other form of trust. For instance, predisposition or 

satisfaction with democracy is a factor that is positively associated with a strengthening of 

vertical trust while negatively associate with a strengthening of horizontal trust. The same goes 

for age, while older participants are less likely to gain horizontal trust they are more likely than 

other participants to gain vertical trust. Hence participants that gained stronger institutional trust 

also seem to have loosed horizontal trust and vice versa. This suspicion is partially confirmed 

by a bivariate correlation between the two trust indexes showing a weak negative relationship 

(r: -.065, p<.1). In extension these results can be interpreted as identifying a strong climate of 

contention between the Estonian civil sphere and the political institutions, which is consistent 
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with the wide spread discontent with political instructions that marked the starting point for the 

ECA-process. 
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Appendix 1: Harta 12 (Charter 12) Original English Translation 

Estonia's democracy is crumbling before our eyes. Democratic legitimation has ceased – daily 

feedback between the authorities and the public, which gives those in power the knowledge that 

they lawfully represent the people, and gives the public reassurance that it is represented by 

those in power, has ended. 

 

Those holding power in Estonia no longer feel the need to take heed of the public. The belief 

that the ends justify the means is dominant. Those governing are making a mockery of the rules 

of democracy. Power can be sold. Lies can be told in the name of power. 

 

The discourse between authorities and the public has turned into a monologue: "We have the 

mandate." "There is no alternative to us." This is not the language of democracy. If elections 

happening every four years are a citizen's only opportunity to have an influence on politics, 

then merely an empty shell is left of democracy. 

 

This is not only one political party's crisis. Political affiliation has become the opposite of social 

affiliation. The disappearance of trust in political parties has begun to endanger Estonia's entire 

political system. Several features central to an open society – such as self-criticism, the habit 

of giving account and the will to take responsibility – have become rare in Estonia's 

contemporary political culture. 

 

Power and responsibility go hand-in-hand. Those in power must take responsibility for their 

actions. Society must demand that they take responsibility. The standards of democracy and a 

state based on the rule of law require responsibility. 
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Ever more often, Estonians are unable to recognize their political will or ethical expression in 

the governing authority. Our political culture is patient, and it is easy to abuse this fact. A 

double-sided danger lurks here: in this manner, lies, deceit and dissimulation may become the 

standard not only for those in power, but for the public as well. Today's crisis of power, 

governance and politics may perpetuate. 

 

A new social contract is needed. Neither the President, the Riigikogu or the Government have 

shown their desire to change the situation. If the system is incapable of reforming itself, then in 

order to execute its will and exert pressure, civil society must convene an alternative institution, 

in which the representatives of civil society might dominate. 

 

First and foremost, we desire support to be found in Estonia's political system for the following 

principles, central to which is opening of the system of political parties and giving civil society 

actual influence in politics: 

•    the public must have a clear overview of political organizations' sources of financing – both 

of the usage of public money and the origins of their other revenues; 

•    the establishment, financing and operation of political parties must be transparent, and 

political parties must represent the public-, not group interest; 

•    the system of governance must clearly reflect the will of the voter – e.g. a representative 

must be obliged to report constantly to the voters of his or her constituency; 

•    political parties in parliament may not monopolize the path to power – the establishment of 

political parties and access of non-party forces to Riigikogu must be simplified; 

•    citizens must have broader opportunities for expressing their political will than regular 

elections – an instrument for public initiative must be created. 

 

These are principles, to the defense of which many different people with very different 

worldviews have spoken up over the last few months. However, this is not enough, and 

therefore, we find that efforts by the wider public are necessary for healing Estonia's democracy. 

We call on all Estonians that agree with our positions to join this charter. 

 


