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Abstract 

Why do some citizens trust their governments while others do not? In sub-Saharan Africa, where 
formal accountability mechanisms are often limited and the state is most visibly present through the 
roads it builds, the schools it runs, and the clinics it staffs, the answer may lie closer to home than 
the ballot box. When the water flows and the health worker is there, citizens may reward their 
governments with trust; when services fall short, confidence erodes. This paper examines the 
association between perceived service delivery and institutional trust across 39 African countries, 
drawing on Afrobarometer Round 9 data (N≈53,000) and social-contract and performance-based 
theoretical perspectives. A composite service-delivery index captures citizen evaluations of 
government performance in health, education, water and sanitation, roads, and electricity, and was 
analysed alongside trust in the president, Parliament, courts, and local government using a survey-
weighted negative binomial regression model. The findings show that citizens who report better 
service-delivery experiences are more likely to trust political institutions, a pattern that holds across 
all four institutions, though it is more pronounced for the president and Parliament than for courts 
and local government. Health and education emerge as the service domains most strongly 
associated with trust. Rural residents report higher levels of trust than urbanites, while more 
educated citizens tend to express greater scepticism. Our findings suggest that in contexts where 
formal democratic accountability mechanisms remain limited, service delivery becomes a key 
mechanism through which citizens evaluate their governments and decide how much confidence to 
place in them. 

Keywords: service delivery, political trust, institutional trust, sub-Saharan Africa, Afrobarometer, 
social contract, performance theory 
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1. Introduction 

In sub-Saharan Africa, the relationship between government service delivery and political 

trust has become central to debates on democratic governance and state legitimacy. As 

many countries navigate democratic transitions alongside persistent development 

challenges, studies from specific country contexts suggest that when services meet public 

expectations, trust tends to be higher; when they fall short, confidence erodes (Hetherington 

& Rudolph, 2008; Van Ryzin, 2007). Recent years have seen frustration with poor service 

delivery manifest in youth-led protests, declining electoral support for incumbents, and 

widespread dissatisfaction with public institutions (Moosa & Hofmeyr, 2021; Tsheola & Sebola, 

2023), raising fundamental questions about the health of the social contract between 

African states and their citizens (Besley, 2020; Prichard, 2019). 

In this paper we argue that service-delivery performance can affect constituents' trust in 

political institutions and state representatives, and that this pattern holds broadly across sub-

Saharan Africa. Due to the undersupply of services in many African countries, along with 

ever-increasing populations and rising citizen expectations, communities with access to 

adequate services may reward their governments with greater trust. Thus, variations in service 

delivery can emerge as an essential source of community trust in political institutions and 

state representatives. To examine the relationship between service delivery and political trust 

across diverse African contexts, we conduct a comparative analysis of 39 countries spanning 

all regions of Africa. This comparative approach allows us to test whether the service 

delivery–trust relationship is a general African pattern or specific to particular national 

contexts. 

Our research draws on Afrobarometer's Round 9 surveys, which sampled the economic, 

political, and social attitudes of citizens aged 18 or older across 39 African countries in 2021-

2023. The combined analytical sample totals about 53,000 respondents. To measure citizens’ 

perceptions of service delivery, we created a service-delivery index that takes into account 

respondents’ evaluations of government performance across five domains: basic health 

services, education, water and sanitation, roads and bridges, and electricity supply. The 

composite structure of the index allows us to examine trust at both the aggregate level – 

capturing how many institutions a citizen trusts out of four – and the institution-specific level, 

enabling a finer-grained analysis of where the service-delivery signal is strongest. 

Our analysis strongly suggests that more favourable perceptions of service delivery are 

associated with higher institutional trust. Citizens who report better service-delivery 

experiences are more likely to trust the president, Parliament, and, to a lesser degree, local 

government and courts of law. Among specific service domains, health and education 

emerge as the sectors most strongly associated with institutional confidence, consistent with 

social-contract theory, which holds that welfare services constitute the most fundamental 

obligations of the state to its citizens (Besley, 2020; Prichard, 2019). These findings from 39 

diverse African countries confirm that service-delivery performance is a reliable and broadly 

applicable predictor of political trust on the continent. 

Our finding that the association between service delivery and trust extends across all four 

institutions suggests that, in contexts where formal democratic accountability mechanisms 

remain limited, service delivery becomes the principal channel through which institutional 

trust is built or eroded. Citizens appear to extend or withhold confidence based on whether 

their governments are seen to be honouring their service obligations – a form of bottom-up 

accountability that operates even where top-down political accountability is constrained 

(Hetherington & Rudolph, 2008; Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2003). The heterogeneity 

observed across regions also suggests that while the pattern is general, it is sensitive to 

context: East Africa records both higher trust and more positive service evaluations, while 

Central and Southern Africa show the reverse. 

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. Section 2 discusses the theoretical 

foundations. Section 3 presents the data sources, measures, and empirical strategy. Section 4 
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discusses regional patterns of institutional trust. Section 5 presents the main regression results. 

Section 6 examines institution-specific and service-domain effects, and Section 7 concludes. 

2. Theoretical framework 

Understanding how service delivery shapes political trust requires drawing on multiple 

theoretical perspectives, each of which generates specific predictions about when and why 

the relationship should exist. 

2.1 Performance theory 

The starting point is performance theory, which holds that citizens form views about their 

government largely by observing what it actually does for them. Van de Walle and 

Bouckaert (2003) argue that public-service performance functions as a signal of 

governmental competence and that citizens update their trust in institutions based on these 

signals. Van Ryzin (2007) develops this argument by showing that satisfaction with specific 

services such as water, transport, and public safety accumulates into a broader judgment 

about whether the government is doing its job. Hetherington and Rudolph (2008) add that 

this evaluation process is not uniform: Which services citizens pay most attention to depends 

on what is politically salient at the time, meaning that high-profile failures in health or 

education can drive broader distrust even when other areas are performing adequately. In 

the sub-Saharan African context, where the state is most visibly present in citizens' lives 

through basic service provision rather than sophisticated regulatory functions, performance 

theory suggests that perceptions of service quality should be among the strongest correlates 

of institutional confidence. 

2.2 Social-contract theory 

Social-contract theory provides a complementary lens by situating this relationship within a 

broader logic of political obligation and reciprocity. The social contract, as elaborated by 

Besley (2020) and Loewe, Zintl, & Houdret (2021), holds that citizens extend legitimacy to the 

state in exchange for the fulfilment of core governmental obligations, most fundamentally 

security and basic welfare. Trust, in this framework, is not simply a byproduct of satisfaction 

but an expression of whether citizens believe the state is honouring its side of an implicit 

bargain. Prichard (2010, 2019) applies this logic specifically to sub-Saharan Africa, arguing 

that in contexts where formal democratic accountability remains weak, the social contract is 

experienced primarily through service delivery. When governments consistently fail to provide 

health care, education, or clean water, citizens do not merely become dissatisfied; they 

withdraw the legitimacy they have conditionally extended to the state. 

2.3 Principal-agent theory 

A third perspective draws on principal-agent theory, which is particularly relevant because 

this study examines trust not in government in the abstract but in four distinct institutions: the 

president, Parliament, local government, and the courts. Principal-agent theory, as applied 

to democratic accountability by Levi and Stoker (2000), treats citizens as principals who 

delegate authority to political agents on condition that those agents fulfil their mandates. 

Trust is the mechanism through which this delegation is maintained or withdrawn. Different 

institutions carry different mandates and different accountability relationships. The Presidency 

and Parliament are primarily held responsible for national policy direction and resource 

allocation; local government is evaluated on the ground-level delivery of services to 

communities; courts are assessed against standards of procedural fairness and rule of law. 

This means that while perceptions of service delivery should matter for trust across all four 

institutions, the strength of that relationship may vary. 
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2.4 Citizen heterogeneity in trust formation 

Finally, this study draws on the literature on citizen heterogeneity in trust formation, which 

highlights that not all citizens evaluate government through the same lens. Hetherington 

(2005) argues that more educated citizens tend to apply higher standards to governmental 

performance, making them more sensitive to shortfalls and more likely to express scepticism 

when those standards are not met. Citrin and Stoker (2018) develop the related concept of 

the "critical citizen," someone who supports democratic values in principle while remaining 

sceptical of existing institutions in practice, and show that this profile is especially common 

among younger, urban, and more educated populations. In sub-Saharan Africa, where 

urbanisation and educational attainment are both rising rapidly, these patterns have direct 

implications: The proportion of citizens likely to hold governments to demanding standards is 

growing, which means that the trust consequences of service-delivery failures may be 

intensifying over time. 

These theoretical perspectives point toward a consistent set of expectations. Citizens who 

perceive service delivery positively should express broader institutional trust, because positive 

evaluations signal governmental competence, indicate that the state is honouring its social-

contract obligations, and confirm that political agents are fulfilling their mandates. Among 

specific service domains, welfare services (health and education) should be stronger 

predictors of trust than infrastructure services, because they are more directly linked to 

household well-being and the core obligations of the social contract. The relationship should 

be moderated by socio-demographic factors, with more educated, younger, and urban 

citizens holding government to higher standards. 

3. Data and methods 

3.1 Data 

This study uses data from Afrobarometer Round 9, collected between 2021 and 2023. 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, nonpartisan research network that conducts nationally 

representative surveys on public attitudes on democracy, governance, and public-service 

delivery (Dzordzormenyoh, 2024). All 39 countries included in Round 9 are retained in this 

analysis, spanning West Africa (15 countries), Southern Africa (10 countries), East Africa 

(seven countries), North Africa (four countries), and Central Africa (three countries), following 

Afrobarometer’s regional classification,1 with no country-level restrictions imposed. 

Afrobarometer employs a multistage, stratified probability sampling design, with face-to-face 

interviews conducted in respondents' preferred languages with samples of 1,200-2,400 adults 

per country. The combined analytical sample totals approximately 53,000 respondents. All 

analyses apply Afrobarometer's combined household-level survey weights to ensure 

nationally representative estimates, and models are estimated with survey-corrected 

standard errors to account for the complex sampling design. Missing data are handled 

listwise within each model, with sample sizes reported for every model. 

3.2 Measures 

3.2.1 Dependent variable 

Institutional political trust is operationalised as a count of the number of political institutions 

each respondent trusts, ranging from 0 to 4. Respondents were asked how much they trust 

the president, Parliament or the National Assembly, their local government council, and 

 

1 West Africa – Benin, Burkina Faso, Cabo Verde, Côte d’Ivoire, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Liberia, Mali, Niger, 
Nigeria, São Tomé and Príncipe, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Togo; Southern Africa – Angola, Botswana, Eswatini, 
Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Zambia, and Zimbabwe; East Africa – Ethiopia, Kenya, 
Madagascar, Mauritius, Seychelles, Tanzania, and Uganda; North Africa – Mauritania, Morocco, Sudan, and 
Tunisia; Central Africa – Cameroon,  Congo-Brazzaville, and Gabon 
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courts of law, with responses ranging from 0 (“not at all”) to 3 (“a lot”). Non-substantive 

responses (don’t know, refused) are treated as missing. For each institution, trust was 

dichotomised, with “somewhat” and “a lot” (values 2-3) coded as 1, and “not at all” and 

“just a little” (values 0-1) coded as 0. The four binary indicators are then summed to produce 

the count outcome. In addition to the count measure, institution-specific binary trust 

indicators were analysed separately using logistic regression, enabling examination of 

whether the association between service delivery and trust varies across institutional types. 

3.2.2 Independent variable 

Perceived service delivery is measured using respondents' evaluations of government 

performance across five domains: basic health services, education, water and sanitation, 

roads and bridges, and electricity supply. Each item uses a four-point scale from 1 (“very 

badly”) to 4 (“very well”), retained in its original form without recoding. A service-delivery 

index is computed as the row mean of all five items; respondents with fewer than three valid 

responses are excluded. The five individual items are also entered separately in 

supplementary models to identify which service domains matter most for trust. 

3.2.3 Control variables 

The models control for socio-demographic and economic characteristics commonly 

associated with political trust in comparative African research (Dzordzormenyoh, 2024; 

Gebrihet, 2024). These include gender (male/female), age group (18-29, 30-44, 45 and 

above), highest level of education (no formal education, primary, secondary, post-

secondary), rural or urban residence, employment status (employed/not employed), and 

lived poverty, measured using the Afrobarometer Lived Poverty Index. Religion is entered as 

a set of nominal dummy variables (Christian, Muslim, traditional, and other religion), with no 

religion as the reference category, avoiding any ordinal structure on a categorical variable 

(Long & Freese, 2006). 

3.3 Analytical strategy 

The analysis proceeds in three stages. First, survey-weighted descriptive statistics are 

computed for all variables, including patterns of institutional trust by country and geographic 

region. Second, bivariate associations are examined using Rao-Scott chi-square tests with 

survey design weights applied throughout. Third, the association between perceived service 

delivery and institutional trust is estimated using Poisson regression. The count of trusted 

institutions (0-4) is the primary outcome. Poisson regression was appropriate for non-negative 

count data, yielding incidence rate ratios (IRRs) that are directly interpretable as the 

proportional change in expected trust count associated with a one-unit increase in a 

predictor. The primary model specification is: 

𝐸(𝐶𝑜𝑢𝑛𝑡𝑇𝑟𝑢𝑠𝑡ᵢ)  =  𝑒𝑥𝑝(𝛼 +  𝛽₁ 𝑆𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑖𝑐𝑒𝐼𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥ᵢ +  𝛽₂ 𝑋ᵢ) 

where CountTrustᵢ is the count of institutions trusted by Respondent i (0-4), ServiceIndexᵢ is the 

service-delivery index, and Xᵢ is a vector of socio-demographic controls (gender, age group, 

education, residence, employment status, lived poverty, and religion). Because goodness-of-

fit tests indicate significant overdispersion in the Poisson model, the main results are estimated 

using survey-weighted negative binomial regression, which is better suited for overdispersed 

count data.  In addition, four institution-specific associations are estimated using separate 

logistic regressions for each of the four trust outcomes. Four institution-specific associations 

are estimated using separate logistic regressions for each of the four trust outcomes. These 

models test whether service delivery matters equally for trust in the president, Parliament, 

local government, and courts, or whether the association varies by institutional type, a 

question for which performance theory and principal-agent theory each generates distinct 

predictions. For each institution-specific model, the specification is: 

𝑙𝑜𝑔[𝑃(𝑇𝑟𝑢𝑠𝑡ᵢ) / (1 −  𝑃(𝑇𝑟𝑢𝑠𝑡ᵢ))]  =  𝛼 +  𝛽₁ 𝑆𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑖𝑐𝑒𝐼𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥ᵢ +  𝛽₂ 𝑋ᵢ 
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where P(Trustᵢ) is the probability that Respondent i trusts the institution in question. Odds ratios 

with 95% confidence intervals are reported. In supplementary analyses, the five service-

delivery items are entered individually rather than as a composite index to identify which 

specific service domains are most strongly associated with trust across institutions. All models 

are estimated using Stata's svy: prefix to account for the stratified cluster design. 

3.4 Limitations and causal inference 

A key limitation of this study is that the cross-sectional, observational nature of the 

Afrobarometer data makes it impossible to establish causal direction with certainty. While our 

theoretical framework and the weight of prior literature suggest that perceptions of service 

delivery shape institutional trust, two important alternative interpretations cannot be ruled 

out. First, the relationship may operate in the reverse direction: Citizens who already trust their 

institutions may be more inclined to give government the benefit of the doubt when 

evaluating service delivery, regardless of objective performance. Second, both service 

evaluations and institutional trust may be jointly shaped by an omitted variable, most notably 

partisanship. Supporters of the ruling party may express higher trust in institutions and 

simultaneously offer more positive assessments of government performance, either because 

of genuine psychological predispositions or because they actually receive better services. 

These concerns apply to cross-sectional observational data of this kind and cannot be fully 

addressed through regression controls alone. Throughout the analysis, we therefore describe 

our findings in terms of association rather than causation, and we return to these limitations in 

the conclusion, where we call for future research using longitudinal or experimental designs 

better suited to disentangling these relationships. 

4. Regional patterns of institutional trust 

Figure 1 shows how trust in key public institutions – the president, Parliament, local 

government, and courts – varies across different regions of Africa. Trust is not evenly 

distributed, and it differs both by region and by type of institution. This variation is consistent 

with a growing body of evidence showing that institutional trust in Africa is shaped by both 

contextual and structural factors that differ across political systems (Gebrihet, 2024; 

Dzordzormenyoh, 2024). 

Figure 1: Regional patterns of institutional trust in sub-Saharan Africa | 39 countries                 

| 2021/2023 
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East Africa stands out as the region with the highest levels of trust (somewhat/a lot) across all 

institutions. The president and courts are the most trusted, at 54% each. Parliament (48%) and 

local government (44%) also enjoy relatively high levels of trust. Unlike other regions, trust here 

is not only high but also fairly balanced across institutions. This balance may reflect a pattern 

that is consistent with, though not necessarily explained by, the relatively stronger service-

delivery performance and civic engagement documented in several East African countries 

(Beshi & Kaur, 2020; Msenge & Nzewi, 2021). 

In West Africa, 51% express trust in the president, making it the most trusted institution in the 

region. Trust in the courts follows at 44%, while local government stands at 41%. Parliament is 

the least trusted, at 32%. This suggests that people in West Africa tend to have more 

confidence in national leadership than in legislative or local institutions, a pattern that 

echoes Bouraïma et al. (2025), who find that media exposure and institutional visibility shape 

differential trust across institution types in sub-Saharan Africa. 

North Africa shows a different pattern altogether. Courts receive the greatest trust at 51%, 

followed by the president at 43%. However, trust in Parliament (18%) and local government 

(26%) is much lower. This large gap suggests that while some confidence exists in national 

and judicial institutions, local governance structures are viewed much less positively. 

In Central Africa, overall trust levels are lower compared to other regions. The president is still 

the most trusted institution at 40%. Courts are trusted by 31% of respondents, while Parliament 

(29%) and local government (27%) receive even less confidence. 

Southern Africa records comparatively lower levels of trust in political institutions. Courts are 

the most trusted institution at 51%, while the president (38%), Parliament (33%), and local 

government (32%) all have lower levels of trust. This suggests that people in this region place 

more confidence in the judicial system than in political institutions, a finding consistent with 

Tsheola and Sebola (2023), who document deep public trust deficits in political institutions in 

South Africa, and Mchunu, Dunn, Zondi, & Nchabeleng (2025), who link democratic 

dissatisfaction to perceptions of corruption and poor governance. 

From these findings, two main insights stand out. First, courts of law tend to attract relatively 

high trust in most regions, especially in East, Southern, and North Africa. Second, Parliament is 

consistently among the least trusted institutions across regions. Despite these patterns, the 

findings highlight important regional differences and suggest that citizens evaluate institutions 

differently depending on their role, visibility, and performance in each context. As Citrin and 

Stoker (2018) argue, political trust is not a monolithic phenomenon but is shaped by how 

citizens evaluate specific institutions based on their perceived performance and 

responsiveness. The divergence between judicial and political trust observed here also aligns 

with Lavallée, Razafindrakoto, and Roubaud (2008), who find that corruption and 

governance failures are especially damaging to trust in political, as opposed to judicial, 

institutions across sub-Saharan Africa. 

5. Citizens’ perceptions of public-service delivery across African regions 

Table 1 illustrates citizens’ perceptions of service delivery in Africa across key sectors: health, 

education, water and sanitation, roads and bridges, and electricity supply. The findings 

reveal considerable regional variation, with East Africa recording the most positive 

perceptions overall, followed by West Africa, while Central and Southern Africa exhibit the 

highest levels of dissatisfaction. 

In East Africa, education services receive the strongest ratings, with 63% of respondents 

describing them as “fairly good” or “very good,” followed by electricity supply (60%), water 

and sanitation (55%), roads and bridges (52%), and health services (54%). Although negative 

perceptions remain present, East Africa consistently records higher positive ratings than 

negative ones, suggesting comparatively stronger service-delivery performance than in 

other regions. 

West Africa records mixed perceptions, though dissatisfaction outweighs positive evaluations 

in all five sectors. Close to half of citizens approve of their government’s performance on 

education (49%), roads and bridges (49%), and health services (46%), while electricity supply 
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receives 44% positive evaluations. However, water and sanitation services remain poorly 

rated, with 61% of respondents expressing negative perceptions.  

Table 1: Citizens’ perceptions of public-service delivery across African regions                    

| 39 countries | 2021/2023 

Region Service area 
Very  

bad (1) 

Fairly 
bad (2) 

Fairly 
good (3) 

Very  

good (4) 

East Africa 

Health 18% 28% 46% 8% 

Education 14% 23% 51% 12% 

Water and sanitation 22% 23% 40% 15% 

Roads and bridges 23% 25% 41% 11% 

Electricity supply 22% 19% 41% 19% 

West Africa 

Health 29% 26% 37% 9% 

Education 28% 24% 37% 12% 

Water and sanitation 35% 26% 30% 9% 

Roads and bridges 31% 21% 34% 15% 

Electricity supply 35% 22% 32% 12% 

North Africa 

Health 50% 29% 18% 3% 

Education 45% 29% 22% 4% 

Water and sanitation 46% 23% 22% 9% 

Roads and bridges 46% 25% 24% 6% 

Electricity supply 36% 19% 30% 16% 

Southern Africa 

Health 38% 24% 30% 8% 

Education 33% 20% 33% 13% 

Water and sanitation 43% 21% 27% 10% 

Roads and bridges 48% 21% 24% 8% 

Electricity supply 41% 18% 29% 13% 

Central Africa 

Health 39% 25% 31% 6% 

Education 36% 27% 32% 6% 

Water and sanitation 53% 23% 19% 5% 

Roads and bridges 55% 23% 18% 4% 

Electricity supply 51% 21% 23% 6% 

39-country 
average 

Health 32% 26% 34% 8% 

Education 29% 24% 36% 11% 

Water and sanitation 38% 24% 29% 10% 

Roads and bridges 38% 22% 30% 11% 

Electricity supply 36% 20% 31% 13% 

Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the 

following matters, or haven’t you heard enough to say: Improving basic health services? Addressing 

educational needs? Providing water and sanitation services? Maintaining roads and bridges? Providing 

a reliable supply of electricity? 

 

In North Africa, electricity supply stands out as the best-performing sector, with 46% of 

respondents rating it positively. Fewer than one-third of citizens approve of government 

efforts on water and sanitation (31%) and roads and bridges (30%), and large majorities 

disapprove of its performance on health (79%) and education (74%). 
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Southern Africa exhibits largely negative perceptions across all sectors. Roads and bridges 

are rated negatively by 68% of respondents, while water and sanitation services receive 64% 

negative evaluations. Health services record 62% negative perceptions, education 53%, and 

electricity supply 59%, indicating widespread dissatisfaction with service delivery. 

Central Africa records the poorest perceptions overall, with strongly negative appraisals 

across the board, ranging from 63% for education to 78% for roads and bridges. 

6. Perceived service delivery and political trust 

6.1 Country-level patterns of institutional trust 

Table 2 shows how people across 39 African countries feel about key public institutions, 

specifically the president, Parliament, local government, and the courts, based on data from 

Afrobarometer Round 9. The results reveal two main patterns: Trust is generally low, and it 

varies significantly from one country to another. 

On average across all countries, fewer than half of citizens express trust in all four institutions: 

46% trust their president "somewhat" or "a lot," 34% trust Parliament, 36% trust local 

government, and 47% trust the courts. These findings align with the broader picture 

documented by Adaba and Boio (2024), who note that public trust in key institutions and 

leaders has been weakening across Africa, and by Dzordzormenyoh (2024), whose 

comparative analysis of Afrobarometer data similarly finds that public confidence in 

leadership is declining in many African states. 

However, these averages conceal large differences between countries. Some countries 

exhibit very high levels of trust. For example, Tanzania stands out with strong trust across all 

four institutions: 82% trust the president, 78% trust Parliament, 74% trust local government, and 

88% trust the courts. Mali also shows very high trust in the president (86%), while Niger records 

fairly strong trust in both the president (66%) and the courts (64%). Uganda, Zambia, and 

Cabo Verde also show comparatively high levels of trust, especially in the president. 

On the other hand, some countries have very low levels of trust across the board. Nigeria is 

the clearest example, with only 27% trusting the president, 19% trusting Parliament, 21% 

trusting local government, and 28% trusting the courts. These low figures are consistent with 

Ogunkan, Oyewol, Akinpelu, and Orekan (2025), who attribute urban governance failures 

and institutional decay in Nigeria to entrenched corruption and weak accountability 

systems. Ghana also shows low trust, particularly in local government (25%). Similarly, Angola, 

Botswana, Eswatini, Gabon, Lesotho, Malawi, Morocco, South Africa, and Sudan all report 

presidential trust below 30%, reflecting broader concerns about political leadership. For South 

Africa, weak trust in political leaders aligns with Moosa and Hofmeyr (2021), who document 

that South Africans' trust in institutions and their representatives has fallen to historic lows, and 

with Mchunu et al. (2025), who link this decline to perceptions of corruption and democratic 

dissatisfaction in the country's third decade of democracy. 

There are also interesting differences in how much people trust specific institutions within 

countries. In several cases, courts are trusted more than other institutions. For instance, in 

Malawi, only 27% of citizens trust the president, but a much higher 62% trust the courts. Similar 

patterns are observed in Botswana, Morocco, South Africa, and Sudan, where courts enjoy 

substantially stronger confidence than the president. This suggests that even when people 

are dissatisfied with political leadership, they may still have confidence in the justice system. 

This finding is consistent with Levi and Stoker (2000), who argue that institutional trust can be 

highly disaggregated, with citizens calibrating their confidence differently depending on the 

perceived integrity and independence of each institution. 

In contrast, some countries show consistent patterns across all institutions. Tanzanians express 

high trust in all four institutions, while Nigerians display low trust across the board. This suggests 

that in these countries, trust is shaped by broader system-wide factors rather than opinions 

about specific institutions, a pattern that resonates with Van de Walle and Bouckaert (2003), 
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who argue that overall satisfaction with government performance tends to produce more 

generalised institutional trust. 

Table 2: Institutional trust in sub-Saharan Africa | 39 countries | 2021/2023 

Country Trust president 
Trust 

Parliament 
Trust local 

government 
Trust courts 

Angola 29% 25% - 36% 

Benin 57% 43% 57% 53% 

Botswana 24% 30% 32% 51% 

Burkina Faso 48% - 46% 51% 

Cabo Verde 65% 48% 46% 60% 

Cameroon 55% 36% 35% 36% 

Congo-Brazzaville 45% 29% 26% 32% 

Côte d'Ivoire 50% 39% 40% 43% 

Eswatini 23% 26% 23% 29% 

Ethiopia 49% 44% 51% 60% 

Gabon 26% 21% 21% 30% 

Gambia 38% 36% 36% 44% 

Ghana 32% 28% 25% 36% 

Guinea 46% - 45% 34% 

Kenya 52% 43% 35% 56% 

Lesotho 20% 18% 39% 44% 

Liberia 37% 23% 20% 30% 

Madagascar 52% 40% 58% 27% 

Malawi 27% 33% 28% 62% 

Mali 86% 53% 57% 42% 

Mauritania 54% 47% 43% 52% 

Mauritius 42% 38% 40% 48% 

Morocco 18% 25% 22% 61% 

Mozambique 52% 42% 37% 56% 

Namibia 55% 46% 38% 59% 

Niger 66% 58% 63% 64% 

Nigeria 27% 19% 21% 28% 

São Tomé and Príncipe 34% 30% 27% 26% 

Senegal 43% 27% 43% 47% 

Seychelles 40% 38% - 47% 

Sierra Leone 53% 34% 32% 36% 

South Africa 27% 23% 25% 50% 

Sudan 25% - 20% 48% 

Tanzania 82% 78% 74% 88% 

Togo 57% 47% 47% 47% 

Tunisia 73% - 18% 42% 

Uganda 62% 52% 50% 50% 

Zambia 70% 44% 47% 65% 

Zimbabwe 50% 44% 51% 54% 

Total 46% 34% 36% 47% 

Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven’t you heard enough 

about them to say? (% who say “somewhat” or “a lot”) 
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6.2 Perceived service delivery and institutional trust: Poisson regression 

Table 3 presents results from a Poisson regression in which the outcome is the number of 

political institutions each respondent trusts, ranging from zero to four. This approach helps us 

understand not just whether people trust institutions, but how many institutions they trust 

overall. It provides a clear test of whether better service delivery is associated with broader 

institutional trust. The results show clearly that perceived service delivery is the strongest of our 

selected factors associated with institutional trust. The incidence rate ratio (IRR) is 1.410 

(p<0.001), which means that a one-unit increase in the service delivery index is associated 

with a 41% higher number of institutions a person is likely to trust, holding other factors 

constant. This is a large association, and the results are precise, suggesting a strong and 

consistent relationship across the full sample. In simple terms, people who think the 

government is doing a good job in areas such as health, education, water, roads, and 

electricity are much more likely to trust public institutions. This finding is consistent with a 

performance-based model of trust, as theorised by Besley (2020), who argues that citizens 

extend trust to the state when they perceive it as reciprocating their civic obligations through 

effective service delivery. Van de Walle and Bouckaert (2003) similarly argue that public-

service performance is a key determinant of trust in government, and Beshi and Kaur (2020) 

find that good governance practices, particularly the delivery of public services, are central 

to building public trust in local government. 

Table 3: Perceived service delivery and institutional trust: Poisson regression                      

| 39 countries | 2021/2023 

Variable IRR Std. error T 95% CI 

 (N = 49,376)    

Service-delivery index 1.410*** 0.009 54.01 [1.393, 1.428] 

Gender (Ref.: Female)     

Male 1.025* 0.010 2.43 [1.005, 1.046] 

Age group (Ref.: 18-29 years)     

30-44 years 1.012 0.014 0.84 [0.985, 1.039] 

45 years and over 1.066*** 0.012 5.49 [1.042, 1.091] 

Education (Ref.: No formal)     

Primary 0.946*** 0.012 −4.26 [0.922, 0.971] 

Secondary 0.830*** 0.017 −9.06 [0.797, 0.864] 

Post-secondary 0.839*** 0.018 −8.11 [0.804, 0.875] 

Residence (Ref.: Urban)     

Rural 1.258*** 0.014 20.54 [1.231, 1.286] 

Employment (Ref.: Not employed)     

Employed 1.034** 0.012 2.95 [1.011, 1.057] 

Lived poverty (Ref.: No poverty)     

Low 1.012 0.017 0.71 [0.979, 1.047] 

Moderate 0.989 0.017 −0.66 [0.956, 1.023] 

High 0.982 0.021 −0.88 [0.942, 1.023] 

Religion (Ref.: No religion)     

Christian 1.033 0.025 1.37 [0.986, 1.083] 

Muslim 1.034 0.025 1.38 [0.986, 1.084] 

Traditional 1.033 0.048 0.69 [0.942, 1.132] 

Other religion 0.989 0.056 −0.20 [0.885, 1.104] 

Constant 0.664*** 0.024 −11.36 [0.619, 0.713] 

Notes: IRR=Incidence rate ratio. Survey design weights applied. 95% confidence intervals in brackets. 

*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05.  
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After service delivery, place of residence is the next-most-important factor. People living in 

rural areas tend to trust more institutions than those in urban areas. The results suggest that 

rural residents trust about 26% more institutions than urban residents (IRR=1.258, p<0.001). One 

possible explanation is that urban residents are more exposed to government failures and 

may also have higher expectations, while rural residents may have lower expectations or 

more direct contact with local leaders. This pattern is consistent with Šaparnienė et al. (2021), 

who find that direct citizen-government interaction at the local level tends to strengthen trust 

in governance institutions. 

Education shows a different pattern. Higher levels of education are associated with lower 

levels of trust in institutions. Compared to people with no formal education, those with 

primary education trust slightly fewer institutions (about 5.4% fewer, IRR=0.946, p<0.001), while 

those with secondary (about 17.0% fewer, IRR=0.830, p<0.001) and post-secondary 

education (about 16.1% fewer, IRR=0.839, p<0.001) trust significantly fewer. This suggests that 

education may be linked to more critical evaluations of government performance, possibly 

because it is associated with greater awareness and higher expectations. This negative 

relationship between education and institutional trust has been documented in other African 

contexts by Gebrihet (2024) and Nichelatti and Hiilamo (2024), who argue that more 

educated citizens apply higher performance standards when evaluating government. Age 

also matters, but mainly for older individuals. People aged 45 and above tend to trust more 

institutions than younger people aged 18-29 (about 6.6% more, IRR=1.066, p<0.001). However, 

there is no significant difference between those aged 30-44 and the younger group. This may 

reflect differences in life experience or how different age groups view government 

performance. Gender has a small but statistically significant association: Men tend to trust 

slightly more institutions than women (about 2.5% more, IRR=1.025, p<0.05).  

Employment is also positively associated with trust. People who are employed tend to trust 

slightly more institutions than those who are not (about 3.4% more, IRR=1.034, p<0.01). In 

contrast, poverty does not show a significant association once other factors are taken into 

account. This suggests that the relationship between poverty and trust may operate through 

other factors, such as how people perceive service delivery, consistent with the argument by 

Mansoor (2021) that governance quality mediates the link between socioeconomic hardship 

and public trust. Finally, religion does not appear to have a significant independent 

association with institutional trust in this model. People from different religious groups show 

similar levels of trust once other characteristics are controlled for. The results highlight that 

how citizens perceive government performance in delivering basic services is strongly 

associated with trust in political institutions, more than most socio-demographic factors. This 

aligns with what Loewe et al. (2021) describe as the social-contract basis of trust: Citizens 

extend legitimacy to the state in exchange for protection, welfare provision, and reliable 

public services. Where this contract is perceived as being honoured through effective service 

delivery, trust is higher. 

7. Institution-specific and service-domain effects 

7.1 Does service delivery matter equally for all institutions? 

Table 4 takes the analysis a step further by estimating separate logistic regressions for each 

institution to see whether service delivery affects trust in the same way across all of them. This 

is important because people experience these institutions differently, and they may judge 

them using different standards. The results show that perceived service delivery matters a lot 

for trust in all four institutions. In every case, the relationship is strong and statistically 

significant (p<0.001). However, the size of the effect is not the same across institutions. The 

strongest effect is for trust in the president. People who think the government is doing well in 

delivering services are almost twice as likely to trust the president (OR=1.968). A similar 

pattern is seen for Parliament (OR=1.911), followed by the courts (OR=1.835) and then local 

government (OR=1.786). Although all these effects are large, the slightly weaker association 

for local government suggests that people may judge local councils based on other factors 

as well, such as personal relationships, local politics, or community-level issues. This mirrors the 
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argument by Van Ryzin (2007), who finds that citizens evaluate different public institutions 

using distinct performance criteria, with local councils judged more on interpersonal and 

community-level experience than on broader policy outputs. In contrast, the president and 

Parliament are more visible at the national level, so people may link them more directly to 

overall government performance, consistent with Hetherington and Rudolph (2008), who 

show that national-level institutional trust is strongly primed by evaluations of overall 

government performance. 

Table 4: Institution-specific logistic regressions: Service delivery index and political 

trust | 39 countries | 2021/2023 

Variable President Parliament Local government Courts 

 OR [95% CI] OR [95% CI] OR [95% CI] OR [95% CI] 

Service-delivery index 
1.968*** 

[1.902, 2.036] 
1.911*** 

[1.842, 1.982] 
1.786*** 

[1.722, 1.852] 
1.835*** 

[1.776, 1.897] 

Gender (Ref.: Female) 

Male 
1.079** 

[1.026, 1.134] 
1.052 

[0.997, 1.111] 
1.047 

[0.993, 1.104] 
0.969 

[0.922, 1.018] 

Age group (Ref.: 18-29 years) 

30-44 years 
1.040 

[0.978, 1.107] 
1.047 

[0.978, 1.120] 
1.046 

[0.978, 1.118] 
0.983 

[0.925, 1.045] 

45 years and over 
1.296*** 

[1.220, 1.377] 
1.183*** 

[1.110, 1.260] 
1.142*** 

[1.072, 1.215] 
1.088** 

[1.026, 1.155] 

Education (Ref.: No formal) 

Primary 
0.848*** 

[0.788, 0.913] 
0.898** 

[0.830, 0.973] 
0.830*** 

[0.770, 0.894] 
0.892** 

[0.828, 0.961] 

Secondary 
0.665*** 

[0.605, 0.731] 
0.716***  

[0.645, 0.795] 
0.629***  

[0.569, 0.696] 
0.759***  

[0.691, 0.834] 

Post-secondary 
0.682***  

[0.613, 0.758] 
0.733***  

[0.650, 0.825] 
0.602***  

[0.539, 0.673] 
0.804***  

[0.726, 0.892] 

Residence (Ref.: Urban) 

Rural 
1.402***  

[1.330, 1.479] 
1.522***     

[1.437, 1.612] 
1.583***     

[1.494, 1.677] 
1.516***       

[1.439, 1.597] 

Employment (Ref.: Not employed) 

Employed 
0.995                    

[0.942, 1.051] 
1.054  

[0.994, 1.118] 
1.070*  

[1.010, 1.134] 
1.053                    

[0.998, 1.111] 

Lived Poverty (Ref.: No poverty) 

Low 
1.035                  

[0.949, 1.129] 
0.909*              

[0.829, 0.996] 
1.007              

[0.916, 1.108] 
0.882**               

[0.809, 0.962] 

Moderate 
0.998                 

[0.914, 1.089] 
0.876**           

[0.799, 0.961] 
0.982             

[0.893, 1.079] 
0.785***            

[0.720, 0.857] 

High 
0.955                  

[0.865, 1.053] 
0.905             

[0.814, 1.007] 
1.000                  

[0.898, 1.113] 
0.754***             

[0.683, 0.831] 

Religion (Ref.: No religion) 

Christian 
1.021                   

[0.898, 1.161] 
1.015                 

[0.907, 1.136] 
1.044                  

[0.926, 1.176] 
1.152*                 

[1.031, 1.288] 

Muslim 
1.239**             

[1.087, 1.413] 
1.033              

[0.918, 1.164] 
1.033              

[0.915, 1.167] 
1.160*                

[1.034, 1.301] 

Traditional 
0.931                 

[0.722, 1.200] 
0.943                 

[0.739, 1.203] 
1.288*                

[1.011, 1.640] 
1.101                  

[0.863, 1.405] 

Other religion 
0.922                

[0.695, 1.223] 
0.934                

[0.696, 1.254] 
0.936                

[0.695, 1.259] 
1.086                   

[0.819, 1.440] 

N 48,545 43,778 46,459 48,328 

Notes: OR=Odds ratio. 95% confidence intervals in brackets. Survey design weights applied. *** p<0.001; 

** p<0.01; * p<0.05.  
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Looking at other factors, the results are generally similar across institutions, but there are some 

interesting differences. One clear pattern is that people in rural areas are more likely to trust 

all four institutions compared to those in urban areas. The association is quite strong: Rural 

residents are about 40% more likely to trust the president, 52% more likely to trust Parliament, 

58% more likely to trust local government, and 52% more likely to trust the courts. The 

strongest association is for local government, which makes sense because rural communities 

often interact more directly with local leaders and depend more on local governance, a 

pattern consistent with Šaparnienė et al. (2021) and Msenge and Nzewi (2021), who find that 

participatory proximity to governance structures strengthens trust. Education again shows a 

negative relationship with trust. People with higher levels of education tend to trust institutions 

less. For example, those with secondary education are much less likely to trust the president, 

Parliament, local government, and the courts compared to those with no formal education. 

The association is especially strong for local government among those with post-secondary 

education, suggesting that more educated citizens may be particularly critical of how local 

governments perform. This echoes Gebrihet (2024) and Nichelatti and Hiilamo (2024), who 

note that higher education tends to raise citizens’ expectations of accountability, making 

them more critical evaluators of government at all levels. 

Age follows a similar pattern to what we saw earlier. Older people (aged 45 and above) are 

more likely to trust all four institutions, although the association is stronger for the president 

and weaker for the courts. This suggests that trust is positively associated with age, but not 

equally across all institutions. Unlike the earlier model, poverty shows some important 

differences across institutions. It does not significantly affect trust in the president or local 

government, but it does matter for Parliament and especially for the courts. People 

experiencing poverty are less likely to trust these institutions. For example, those in moderate 

poverty are about 21.5% less likely to trust the courts, and those in high poverty are about 

24.6% less likely. This may be because poorer citizens have less access to formal legal systems 

or feel that these institutions mainly serve wealthier groups. This finding resonates with 

Gebrihet, Gebresilassie, and Woldu (2023), who document that socioeconomic 

marginalisation shapes citizens’ perceptions of institutional fairness in fragile African states, 

and with Beesley and Hawkins (2022), who find that poverty amplifies the erosion of trust in 

formal institutions when corruption is perceived to be widespread. 

Finally, religion shows some small but notable differences. Muslim respondents are more likely 

to trust the president compared to those with no religion, but this pattern does not appear for 

other institutions. Both Christians and Muslims are slightly more likely to trust the courts, which 

may reflect the influence of religious values on respect for law and order. People with 

traditional religious beliefs are somewhat more likely to trust local government, possibly 

because traditional leadership structures are often closely associated with local governance, 

a pattern consistent with Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti (1994), who argue that civic and 

communal associations, including religious ones, build the social capital that underpins 

institutional trust at the local level. The findings show that service delivery is a key driver of 

trust across all institutions, but its impact is strongest for national-level institutions like the 

president and Parliament. At the same time, other factors such as residence, education, 

poverty, and religion shape trust in different ways depending on the institution being 

considered. This institution-specific heterogeneity underscores the importance of analysing 

trust disaggregate rather than as a single construct, as argued by Levi and Stoker (2000) and 

further supported by the cross-national African evidence in Dzordzormenyoh (2024). 

7.2 Which dimensions of service delivery matter most? 

Tables 5 and 6 take the analysis further by breaking down service delivery into specific areas 

to see which ones are most associated with institutional trust. Instead of using one combined 

index, the analysis looks at five key services: health, education, water and sanitation, roads 

and bridges, and electricity. This helps us understand whether all services matter equally or 

some are more important than others in shaping how people view government. 
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7.2.1 Overall effects across institutions 

Table 5 looks at how each service is related to the total number of institutions a person trusts. 

When each service is examined on its own, health and education stand out as the most 

important. People who think health services are improving are much more likely to trust more 

institutions (about 27% more, IRR=1.273, p<0.001). Education shows a similar effect, increasing 

trust by about 26% (IRR=1.261, p<0.001). Roads and bridges, as well as water and sanitation, 

also matter, but their effects are slightly smaller and quite similar to each other. Electricity has 

the weakest effect, although it is still statistically significant. When all five services are 

included in the same model, the effects become smaller. This is expected because people 

who rate one service highly often rate others highly, too. Even so, the overall pattern remains 

the same. Health and education are still the strongest predictors of trust, followed by roads 

and water, while electricity remains the least associated with service delivery. The primacy of 

health and education is consistent with Prichard (2019), who argues that citizens in sub-

Saharan Africa evaluate the fiscal social contract primarily through the lens of services that 

are most proximate to household welfare. Similarly, Blackmore and Fjeldstad (2025) highlight 

that, in post-apartheid South Africa, citizens’ willingness to trust the state is closely tied to their 

assessment of whether core social services are being delivered equitably. 

Table 5: Poisson regressions: Individual service domains and count of trusted 

institutions | 39 countries | 2021/2023 

Model Health Education Water Roads Electricity 

Service item IRR 
1.273*** 

[1.260, 1.286] 
1.261*** 

[1.248, 1.273] 
1.187*** 

[1.176, 1.199] 
1.193*** 

[1.182, 1.205] 
1.147*** 

[1.136, 1.159] 

Service item IRR 
(combined model) 

1.131*** 
[1.115, 1.147] 

1.123*** 
[1.108, 1.137] 

1.032*** 
[1.020, 1.044] 

1.071*** 
[1.058, 1.083] 

1.016** 
[1.005, 1.027] 

N 49,118 48,978 49,183 49,009 48,842 

Notes: IRR=Incidence rate ratio. 95% confidence intervals in brackets. All models control for gender, 

age group, education, rural residence, employment, lived poverty, and religion (not shown). Survey 

design weights applied. *** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05. 

 

In our study, health and education show the strongest association with institutional trust 

among the service domains examined. Health and education are closely linked to personal 

and family welfare, so they play a bigger role in shaping trust compared to infrastructure 

services. This is consistent with the social-contract framework articulated by Loewe et al. 

(2021), who argue that citizens judge the state primarily by whether it delivers on core 

welfare obligations, and with Besley (2020), who emphasises reciprocity between citizens and 

the state as the foundation of political trust. 

7.2.2 Effects by institution 

Table 6 looks at each institution separately to see whether different services matter more for 

different institutions. The results show a consistent pattern across all four institutions. Health 

services are either the strongest or among the strongest predictors of trust in every institution, 

whether it is the president, Parliament, local government, or the courts. Education shows 

almost the same level of importance, especially for the president and Parliament. This means 

that when people judge national leaders, their views on health and education services are 

especially important, a finding that resonates with Hetherington and Rudolph (2008), who 

show that government performance evaluations are a central priming mechanism for 

political trust. Water/sanitation and roads/bridges form a second group of important services. 

They are still associated with higher levels of trust, but not as strongly as health and 

education. Their relationships are also more similar across institutions, suggesting that people 

value these services in a more general way, regardless of which institution is responsible, 
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consistent with Van de Walle and Bouckaert’s (2003) argument that broader public-service 

satisfaction produces more diffuse, generalised institutional trust. Electricity again shows the 

weakest association across all institutions. However, it is still associated with trust. Interestingly, 

its relationship is slightly stronger with the courts compared to other institutions. This may be 

because reliable electricity is important for how courts function, making them more 

accessible and effective in areas where power supply is better. 

Table 6: Logistic regressions: Individual service domains by institution | 39 countries                                

| 2021/2023 

Service domain President Parliament Local government Courts 

 OR [95% CI] OR [95% CI] OR [95% CI] OR [95% CI] 

Health services 
1.599*** 

[1.558, 1.642] 
1.578*** 

[1.533, 1.624] 
1.549*** 

[1.506, 1.594] 
1.454*** 

[1.418, 1.492] 

Education 
1.597*** 

[1.558, 1.638] 
1.545*** 

[1.504, 1.588] 
1.432*** 

[1.395, 1.471] 
1.462*** 

[1.427, 1.498] 

Water and sanitation 
1.377*** 

[1.344, 1.412] 
1.368*** 

[1.332, 1.404] 
1.344*** 

[1.309, 1.379] 
1.373*** 

[1.341, 1.407] 

Roads and bridges 
1.393*** 

[1.360, 1.427] 
1.365*** 

[1.329, 1.401] 
1.325*** 

[1.292, 1.359] 
1.344*** 

[1.313, 1.376] 

Electricity 
1.285*** 

[1.255, 1.316] 
1.266*** 

[1.233, 1.299] 
1.238*** 

[1.207, 1.270] 
1.330*** 

[1.299, 1.362] 

Notes: OR=Odds ratio. 95% confidence intervals in brackets. Each cell reports results from an 

independent survey-weighted logistic regression. All models control for gender, age group, education, 

rural residence, employment, lived poverty, and religion (not shown). *** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05. 

 

In all dimensions, a clear pattern emerges. Health and education are the most important 

services associated with trust in government across sub-Saharan Africa. Health and 

education are services that citizens associate most closely with personal and family welfare, 

and that are most universally experienced across age groups and income levels. 

Infrastructure services such as water, roads, and electricity are also associated with trust, but 

they play a smaller role. Overall, the findings support the idea that people base their trust in 

government on what they actually receive from it. When governments deliver well in key 

areas, especially health and education, citizens are more likely to trust public institutions. This 

performance-based understanding of trust aligns with a broad strand of the literature. 

Prichard (2010) argues that in sub-Saharan Africa, responsiveness and accountability in 

service provision are central to citizens’ willingness to engage with and trust the state. 

Gebrihet et al. (2023) similarly find that in fragile African states, the perceived fairness and 

effectiveness of public services is a key mechanism through which citizens form judgements 

about institutional trustworthiness. Taken together, the evidence from tables 5 and 6 points to 

a clear policy implication: Governments that invest in health and education services are 

more likely to build broad-based institutional trust across their populations. 

8. Conclusion 

The results of this study suggest that perceived service delivery is significantly associated with 

political trust across sub-Saharan Africa. Citizens who report more positive evaluations of 

tangible government performance – the quality of health services, the accessibility of 

education, the reliability of water and sanitation, the condition of roads and bridges, and the 

supply of electricity – are also more likely to trust political institutions. These results are 

consistent with a performance-based account of political trust, in which citizens’ assessments 
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of service delivery are positively associated with their confidence in political institutions. All 

regression models show a significant relationship between perceived service delivery and 

institutional trust: A one-unit increase in the service-delivery index increases the likelihood of 

trusting additional institutions by an average of 41% (IRR=1.410, p<0.001). We find that the 

observed relationships with trust are not specific to any single institution, as they generalise 

across the president, Parliament, local government, and courts of law, though they are 

strongest for national-level institutions. 

Although the evidence spans 39 countries, the relationship between service delivery and 

trust is not uniform across the continent, and country-level political histories, governance 

structures, and socioeconomic conditions continue to shape how citizens evaluate their 

institutions. Nevertheless, our results suggest that political trust is strongly related to effective 

service delivery even where democratic accountability mechanisms remain limited. Citizens 

seek accountability through the evaluation of what governments actually provide. Where 

service delivery is more positively evaluated, trust in political institutions is also higher, 

reflecting a desire for performance-based accountability even in contexts where formal 

mechanisms for holding leaders accountable remain weak. 

Meanwhile, ethnicity, partisanship, and other cultural factors remain important confounders 

that our observational design cannot directly rule out as potentially shaping political trust in 

Africa. Future research using panel data or experimental designs would be better placed to 

disentangle the independent effects of service delivery from those of partisanship, ethnicity, 

and related factors once socio-demographic characteristics are controlled. The findings also 

underscore the importance of decentralising governance and service delivery, especially in 

systems where political authority is concentrated. Decentralisation can create spaces in 

which local accountability operates through citizens' direct evaluations of service 

performance, even when top-level political accountability is constrained. Finally, given the 

variation in service-delivery quality across countries and the generally moderate levels of 

institutional trust observed in the data, it is important to emphasise that we are not theorising 

that service delivery is the only or even the most important determinant of trust. Rather, it is a 

consistently significant factor, and differences in service delivery help explain differences in 

institutional trust across citizens and contexts. 

An important direction for future research would be to examine whether the impact of 

service delivery on trust is heterogeneous by place of residence (urban or rural), by 

governance regime type, or by the specific institutional level being evaluated, and to 

understand the mechanisms by which citizens' satisfaction with particular service domains – 

especially health and education – translates into generalised confidence in political 

institutions.  

 

 

 

 

  

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data – on any question, 
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at 

www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis. 



 

Afrobarometer Working Papers 

 

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2026  17 

References 

Adaba, K. A., & Boio, D. (2024). Across Africa, public trust in key institutions and leaders is 
weakening. Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 891. 

Beesley, C., & Hawkins, D. (2022). Corruption, institutional trust and political engagement in Peru. 
World Development, 151, 105743. 

Beshi, T. D., & Kaur, R. (2020). Public trust in local government: Explaining the role of good 
governance practices. Public Organization Review, 20(2), 337-350. 

Besley, T. (2020). State capacity, reciprocity, and the social contract. Econometrica, 88(4), 1307-
1335. 

Blackmore, S., & Fjeldstad, O.-H. (2025). Taxation and governance in post-apartheid South Africa: 
Prospects for a fiscal social contract. CMI Working Paper. 

Bouraïma, N. A. O., Diallo, M. A., & Hekponhoue, S. (2025). Determinants of institutional trust in sub-
Saharan Africa: Does media exposure matter? Afrobarometer Working Paper No. 210. 

Citrin, J., & Stoker, L. (2018). Political trust in a cynical age. Annual Review of Political Science, 21(1), 
49-70. 

Dzordzormenyoh, M. K. (2024). Why should we trust our public leaders in Africa? A comparative 
analysis between 2019 and 2021. International Journal of Public Leadership, 20(2), 109-131. 

Gebrihet, H. G. (2024). The effects of the perception of corruption on public trust in government in 
Africa: A comparative analysis. Politikon, 51(1-2), 18-39. 

Gebrihet, H. G., Gebresilassie, Y. H., & Woldu, G. T. (2023). Trust, corruption, and tax compliance in 
fragile states: On a quest for transforming Africa into future global powerhouse. Social Sciences, 
13(1), 3. 

Hetherington, M. J. (2005). Why trust matters: Declining political trust and the demise of American 
liberalism. Princeton University Press. 

Hetherington, M. J., & Rudolph, T. J. (2008). Priming, performance, and the dynamics of political 
trust. Journal of Politics, 70(2), 498-512. 

Lavallée, E., Razafindrakoto, M., & Roubaud, F. (2008). Corruption and trust in political institutions in 
sub-Saharan Africa. CSAE Conference 2008-Economic Development in Africa, 21. 

Levi, M., & Stoker, L. (2000). Political trust and trustworthiness. Annual Review of Political Science, 
3(1), 475-507. 

Loewe, M., Zintl, T., & Houdret, A. (2021). The social contract as a tool of analysis: Introduction to 
the special issue on “Framing the evolution of new social contracts in Middle Eastern and North 
African countries.” World Development, 145, 104982. 

Long, J. S., & Freese, J. (2006). Regression models for categorical dependent variables using Stata 
(Vol. 7). Stata Press. 

Mansoor, M. (2021). Citizens’ trust in government as a function of good governance and government 
agency’s provision of quality information on social media during COVID-19. Government 
Information Quarterly, 38(4), 101597. 

Mchunu, N., Dunn, S., Zondi, T., & Nchabeleng, C. T. (2025). Public perceptions of corruption and 
democratic dissatisfaction in South Africa’s third decade of democracy. Insight on Africa, 18(2). 

Moosa, M., & Hofmeyr, J. (2021). South Africans’ trust in institutions and representatives reaches 
new low. Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 474. 

Msenge, P., & Nzewi, O. (2021). A proposed citizen participation-public trust model in the context of 
service delivery protests in South African local government. Journal of Local Government 
Research and Innovation, 2, 26. 

https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/AD891-PAP20-Africans-trust-in-key-institutions-and-leaders-is-weakening-Afrobarometer-31oct24.pdf
https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/AD891-PAP20-Africans-trust-in-key-institutions-and-leaders-is-weakening-Afrobarometer-31oct24.pdf
https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/WP210-Determinants-of-institutional-trust-Does-media-exposure-matter-Afrobarometer-13april25-1.pdf
https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/WP210-Determinants-of-institutional-trust-Does-media-exposure-matter-Afrobarometer-13april25-1.pdf
https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/ad474-south_africans_trust_in_institutions_reaches_new_low-afrobarometer-20aug21.pdf
https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/ad474-south_africans_trust_in_institutions_reaches_new_low-afrobarometer-20aug21.pdf


 

Afrobarometer Working Papers 

 

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2026  18 

Nichelatti, E., & Hiilamo, H. (2024). The effect of citizens’ perception of governance on tax 
compliance: A cross-country analysis study for 32 sub-Saharan African countries. European 
Journal of Development Research, 36(5), 1198-1226. 

Ogunkan, D. V., Oyewol, A. O., Akinpelu, O. P., & Orekan, A. (2025). Deconstructing urban decay: 
Challenges and opportunities for sustainable Nigerian cities. Proceedings of the Institution of Civil 
Engineers – Urban Design and Planning, 1-20. 

Prichard, W. (2010). Taxation, responsiveness and accountability in sub-Saharan Africa. PhD 
dissertation, Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex. 

Prichard, W. (2019). Tax, politics, and the social contract in Africa. In Hannah, E. (Ed.), Oxford 
research encyclopedia of politics. Oxford University Press. 

Putnam, R. D., Leonardi, R., & Nanetti, R. Y.  (1994). Making democracy work: Civic traditions in 
modern Italy. Princeton University Press. 

Tsheola, J., & Sebola, M. (2023). Public trust deficit in democratic state and political institutions: 
Ominous signposts for South Africa. International Journal of Research in Business & Social 
Science, 12. 

Van Ryzin, G. G. (2007). Pieces of a puzzle. Public Performance & Management Review, 30(4). 

Van de Walle, S., & Bouckaert, G. (2003). Public service performance and trust in government: The 
problem of causality. International Journal of Public Administration, 26(8-9), 891-913. 

 

 

  



 

Afrobarometer Working Papers 

 

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2026  19 

Appendix 

Table A.1: Variable definitions and related questions 

Variable Question (Afrobarometer 
Q code) 

Scale Manipulation 
Measurement 
level 

Dependent variable: Institutional political trust 

Trust in president 
(trust_pres) 

How much do you trust 
each of the following, or 
haven't you heard enough 
about them to say: The 
president (Q37A) 

0=Not at all, 1=Just a 
little, 2=Somewhat, 
3=A lot (ordinal; 
DK/refused=missing 

Recoded: 0=Not 
at all/ Just a 
little, 
1=Somewhat/ A 
lot, count 

Individual 

Trust in Parliament 
(trust_parl) 

How much do you trust 
each of the following … : 
Parliament? (Q37B) 

0-3 ordinal (as 
above) 

Recoded as 
above 

Individual 

Trust in local 
government 
(trust_lgov) 

How much do you trust 
each of the following … : 
Local government council? 
(Q37D) 

0-3 ordinal (as 
above) 

Recoded as 
above 

Individual 

Trust in courts 
(trust_courts) 

How much do you trust 
each of the following …: 
Courts of law? (Q37I) 

0-3 ordinal (as 
above) 

Recoded as 
above 

Individual 

Institutional trust 
index (count_trust) 

Additive count of the four 
binary trust indicators 
above 

0-4 (count of 
institutions trusted) 

Row sum of 
trust_pres + 
trust_parl + 
trust_lgov + 
trust_courts; 
missing if all 
four missing 

Individual 

Main independent variable: Perceived service delivery 

Service delivery 
index (service_index) 

Composite mean of five 
service evaluation items 
below (Q46G, Q46H, Q46I, 
Q46K, Q46L). Requires at 
least 3 of 5 items non-
missing. 

Continuous, range 1-
4 (mean of 
component items) 

Row mean; set 
to missing if 
fewer than 3 
items available 

Individual 

Health services 
(service_health) 

How well or badly would 
you say your government 
is handling the following 
matters: Improving basic 
health services? (Q46G) 

1=Very badly, 
2=Fairly badly, 
3=Fairly well, 4=Very 
well; DK/refused= 
missing 

Retained on 1-4 
scale for index; 
no additional 
recode 

Individual 

Education services 
(service_educ) 

How well or badly …: 
Addressing educational 
needs? (Q46H) 

1-4 scale (as above) Retained on 1-4 
scale 

Individual 

Water and 
sanitation 
(service_water) 

How well or badly …: 
Providing water and 
sanitation services? (Q46I) 

1-4 scale (as above) Retained on 1-4 
scale 

Individual 
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Variable Question (Afrobarometer 
Q code) 

Scale Manipulation 
Measurement 
level 

Roads and bridges 
(service_roads) 

How well or badly …: 
Maintaining roads and 
bridges? (Q46K) 

1-4 scale (as above) Retained on 1-4 
scale 

Individual 

Electricity supply 
(service_elec) 

How well or badly … 
Providing a reliable supply 
of electricity? (Q46L) 

1-4 scale (as above) Retained on 1-4 
scale 

Individual 

Control variables: Socio-demographic 

Gender (male) Respondent's gender 
(Q100) 

Dummy: 1=Male, 
0=Female 

No further 
recoding 

Individual 

Age group 
(age_group) 

How old are you? (Q1) 0=18-29 (ref.), 1=30-
44, 2=45 and over 

Continuous age 
recoded into 3 
ordered 
categories 

Individual 

Education level 
(educ_cat) 

What is your highest level 
of education? (Q94) 

0=No formal (ref.), 
1=Primary, 
2=Secondary, 
3=Post-secondary 

Original 0–9 
scale collapsed 
into 4 nominal 
categories; 
treated as 
dummies in 
models 

Individual 

Residence (rural) Urban/rural classification 
(URBRUR) 

Dummy: 1=Rural 
0=Urban/Peri-urban 
(ref.) 

Peri-urban 
coded as urban 

Individual 

Employment status 
(employed) 

Do you have a job? (Q93A) Dummy: 
1=Employed (full or 
part time), 0=Not 
employed (ref.) 

Categories 2-3 
on Q93A 
recoded as 
employed 

Individual 

Lived poverty 
(LivedPoverty_CAT) 

Over the past year, how 
often have you or your 
family gone without: 
Enough food to eat, 
enough clean water for 
home use, medicines or 
medical treatment, 
enough fuel to cook your 
food, a cash income? 
(constructed from multiple 
items) 

0=No poverty (ref.), 
1=Low poverty, 
2=Moderate/High 
poverty 

Afrobarometer 
Lived Poverty 
Index collapsed 
into 3 ordered 
categories 

Individual 

Control variables: Religion (Reference=No religion) 

Christian (christian) What is your religion, if 
any? (Q95) 

Dummy: 
1=Christian, 
0=Other/Reference 

Derived from 
Q95 value lists 
for all Christian 
denominations 

Individual 

Muslim (muslim) What is your religion, if 
any? (Q95) 

Dummy: 1=Muslim, 
0=Other/Reference 

Derived from 
Q95 value lists 

Individual 
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Variable Question (Afrobarometer 
Q code) 

Scale Manipulation 
Measurement 
level 

for all Muslim 
categories 

Traditional religion 
(traditional) 

What is your religion, if 
any? (Q95) 

Dummy: 
1=Traditional/ 
Indigenous, 
0=Other/Reference 

Q95=25 Individual 

Other religion 
(other_relig) 

What is your religion, if 
any? (Q95) 

Dummy: 1=Other 
religion, 
0=Reference 

Residual 
category for 
Q95 values not 
captured above 

Individual 

No religion 
(none_relig) 

What is your religion, if 
any? (Q95) 

Reference category 
(no dummy entered 
in models) 

Q95=0, 28, 29 Individual 

Note: DK=Don't know. All models apply Afrobarometer combined household survey weights 

(Combinwt_new_hh). The service delivery index is constructed as the row mean of the five component 

items and requires a minimum of three non-missing responses. Religion dummies are mutually exclusive 

and exhaustive; no religion (none_relig) serves as the reference category in all regression models. 
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