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Abstract

Many political attitudes tend to be stable in adulthood, and one explanation
for this is that underlying personality traits cause people to develop different
political views. However, an alternative view is that both personality traits and
political attitudes reflect shared underlying formative experiences and inherited
predispositions. Using twin and family data, I seek to explain why those who
are higher in agreeableness and lower in neuroticism tend to be more politi-
cally trusting. Using co-twin and co-sibling models, I find that the associations
between agreeableness, neuroticism, and political trust are substantially ex-
plained by family background. Subsequent tests using variance decomposition
models suggest that both genes and environment play a role. I conclude that
the associations between personality traits and political trust are explained
by common underlying factors that cause them to develop jointly. This sug-
gests that political attitudes may be formed earlier than some accounts assume.
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Are political attitudes purely political? It is argued that they are not, and that un-

derlying personality traits explain our political beliefs just as well as they explain our

other patterns of behaviour (Mondak 2010; Gerber et al. 2011). In this view, our polit-

ical ideologies and patterns of political behaviour are to a substantial extent caused by

stable personality traits that are themselves formed in early life and are also reasonably

heritable. This explanation suggests that our personality traits are formed first and then

go on to influence our interactions with the world around us, including the political system.

However, an alternative view is that personality traits and political attitudes are closely

connected dispositions, formed relatively early in life by common formative experiences and

traits, which then mutually influence each other throughout our lives. There is some evi-

dence for this view in panel data (Bakker et al. 2021a; Hatemi and Verhulst 2015), but it

is difficult to account for the role of formative experiences or inherited traits with standard

survey data (Ahlskog and Oskarsson 2023; Arceneaux et al. 2025). While some studies use

methods from behavioral genetics to make similar claims (Verhulst et al. 2012; Dawes et al.

2014), they rely on strong assumptions that may not hold (Verhulst et al. 2019; Rasmussen

et al. 2019; Charney and English 2013). In addition, previous work about personality traits

and political views rarely considers attitudes beyond ideology (Arceneaux et al. 2025).

One important attitude that could be caused by our personality traits is our trust in

politicians and political institutions. This is a key indicator of democratic health and it

is associated with several important consequences, including electoral turnout and com-

pliance with the law (Devine 2024). Recently, researchers have found that political trust

tends to be quite stable in long run panel data (Devine and Valgarðsson 2024) and that

it may have a modest inherited component (Kettlewell and Tymula 2024). One possible

explanation for this is that political trust, as with many other attitudes, may be influenced

by our stable underlying personality traits (Cawvey et al. 2018; Mondak et al. 2017).

This paper seeks to explain the relationship between personality traits and political

trust. I first update a recent meta-analysis to confirm that both agreeableness (positively)

and neuroticism (negatively) are associated with political trust (Bromme et al. 2022). I

then analyse these relationships using data from twin and family studies in the United

States. I use co-twin, co-sibling, and extended family decomposition models. These al-
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low me to directly test how family background shapes the link between personality and

trust and to decompose this into environmental and genetic factors. Importantly, they do

this without relying on the strong assumptions inherent to standard behavioral genetics

designs, for example, Direction of Causation models, or Cholesky decomposition models.

Including non-twin siblings substantially increases power to detect the role of formative ex-

periences as well as genetic explanations for the associations between personality and trust.

Using co-twin and co-sibling models, I show that the associations between political

trust and both agreeableness and neuroticism are explained by family background. This

in turn raises the question of whether this is primarily due to common genetic factors

predicting personality traits and political trust or shared early life experiences affecting

both political trust and personality traits. Using an extended family decomposition model,

I find stronger evidence for inherited traits, although there is evidence that both play a

role. This suggests that personality traits and political attitudes are likely to be closely

connected traits linked to common formative experiences and inherited predispositions.

In what follows, I first outline why political trust may have a basis in personality traits,

before arguing that the relationship between personality and political trust could be ex-

plained by pre-adult political socialization and inherited factors. I then review the data

I use to disentangle this relationship, before demonstrating that the association between

personality traits and political trust is explained by family background. I conclude by

suggesting that political trust is likely formed earlier in life than previously thought.

Personality traits and political trust

Personality traits – relatively stable patterns of thoughts, feelings and actions which dif-

ferentiate people from one another – are thought to affect many aspects of our lives, and

our political attitudes are no exception. Personality has at various stages been argued to

influence our ideological beliefs (Ahlskog 2023; Bakker 2017; Hatemi et al. 2014; Jost et al.

2008), our social attitudes (Hirsh et al. 2010; Fatke 2017; Caprara et al. 2006; Schoen and

Schumann 2007), our patterns of political participation (Dynes et al. 2019; Hibbing et al.

2011; Blais and St-Vincent 2011), our feelings of political efficacy (Cawvey 2023; Vecchione

and Caprara 2009), our attitudes toward democracy (Kim-Leffingwell 2023; Miklikowska
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2012), and our susceptibility to populist messaging (Bakker et al. 2021b). More recently, it

has been argued that personality traits may equally influence our trust in politicians and

political institutions (Bromme et al. 2022; Cawvey et al. 2018; Mondak et al. 2017).

Often, political trust is thought to be a rational attitude, comprised of ongoing evalu-

ations of the political system (Van der Meer and Hakhverdian 2017; Van Elsas 2015), and

therefore personality traits are rarely included in analyses of political trust. The strong

associations between political trust and economic performance (Van der Meer 2017a; Van

der Meer 2017b), political incivility (Bøggild and Jensen 2024) and political scandals (Ares

and Hernández 2017) are thought to support the idea that political trust is a rational re-

sponse to events and policies. Summarizing the early literature, Levi and Stoker (2000,

p. 481) state that: “whether citizens express trust or distrust is primarily a reflection of

their political lives, not their personalities nor even their social characteristics”.

However, some recent literature has reconsidered or qualified this view of political trust.

Recent work suggests that trust is a stable attitude in long-run panel data (Devine and

Valgarðsson 2024). In addition, political trust shows less responsiveness to some events

than previously thought (for example, Kelly and Tilley 2024). This appears inconsistent

with a view in which people are expected to constantly update their political trust in

response to events. It has therefore been argued that political trust may also have non-

evaluative components related to early life socialization, or to disposition (Kelly et al.

2026; Kettlewell and Tymula 2024). One explanation for this is that political trust may

be related to stable underlying personality traits. In this view, political trust is still influ-

enced by events, but to a lesser extent. Some people are predisposed by their personality

traits to be more trusting than others, and this tends to persist through changes in context.

We know that two of the Big Five personality traits are correlated with political trust1.

Previous cross-sectional studies have found that agreeableness and neuroticism are as-

sociated with political trust (Robertson 2024; Cawvey et al. 2018; Mondak et al. 2017;

1I use the Big Five framework because it is consistently available across the datasets I use
(Costa Jr et al. 2019; Goldberg 1992). Its five dimensions: agreeableness, neuroticism, extraversion, neu-
roticism and conscientiousness, show good cross-cultural replicability (McCrae et al. 1998) and re-test
reliability (Gosling et al. 2003). My theoretical argument likely also applies to alternative conceptualisa-
tions of personality, such as the HEXACO or Big Six frameworks. Although these measures may show
improved cross-cultural replicability (Ashton et al. 2014), they are unfortunately not available in my data.
See Feher and Vernon (2021) for a review of alternatives to the Big Five conceptualisation of personality.
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Freitag and Ackermann 2016). Summarising these studies, the meta-analysis conducted

by Bromme et al. (2022) finds generally positive associations between agreeableness and

political trust, and generally negative associations between neuroticism and political trust.

By contrast, there are no significant relationships between political trust and conscien-

tiousness, openness, or extraversion2. It appears then that agreeableness and neuroticism

may be important to understanding how people form political trust.

In addition, these correlations are plausible because there are both direct and indirect

links between these personality traits and political trust. The direct links with political

trust are clearest for agreeableness, which is related to people’s capacities for affection,

generosity and compliance (John et al. 2008). Indeed, generalized interpersonal trust is

sometimes considered a component of agreeableness (Weinschenk and Dawes 2019; Dinesen

et al. 2022). Although this likely accounts for part of its connection with political trust,

recent research suggests that the connection between political and social trust is due to po-

litical trust causing interpersonal trust, and not the other way around (Dinesen et al. 2022).

This does not support an interpretation in which agreeableness and political trust are only

connected due to interpersonal trust being a component of agreeableness.

Instead, it seems likely that there are several mechanisms collectively linking agree-

ableness with political trust. For example, those who are more agreeable are deferen-

tial to authority, and more likely to take statements by those authorities at face value

(John et al. 1991). They are also more forgiving, which may moderate the negative ef-

fect of events such as political scandals or poor economic performance on their polit-

ical trust (Strelan 2007). Those who are less agreeable also tend to be more suscep-

tible to populist messaging designed to lower trust in established political institutions

(Bakker and Lelkes 2018). We would therefore expect the more agreeable to also have

higher levels of political trust.

2For the other three dimensions (openness, conscientiousness and extraversion), there is no consistent
evidence about their relationship with political trust (Cawvey et al. 2018; Mondak et al. 2017). While some
studies report a positive association between extraversion and political trust (Anderson 2010a; Hiraishi et
al. 2008; Dinesen et al. 2014), the preponderance of studies do not find statistically significant relationships
(Freitag and Bauer 2016; Dohmen et al. 2008; Mondak and Halperin 2008; Anderson 2010b) and this
is confirmed by the meta-analysis from Bromme et al. (2022) There are also no consistent theoretical
expectations. For example, while the more conscientious might feel a greater sense of duty toward their
government, they are also less likely to grant political trust without substantial evidence (Dinesen et al.
2014).
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There are also direct links between neuroticism and political trust. Neuroticism (or

emotional stability) relates to levels of anxiety, irritability and hostility (John et al. 2008).

Those who are more neurotic interpret events more negatively and experience generally

lower affect (Rafienia et al. 2008; Costa and McCrae 1980). It seems likely that these

biases would also apply when forming political trust judgements. As Cawvey et al. (2018)

summarize: “individuals high in emotional stability perceive. . . institutions as partners for

success, rather than as potential threats to their well-being”. We would therefore expect

people high in neuroticism to form more negative political trust judgements for the same

events and policies compared to those lower in neuroticism. In addition, those high in

neuroticism are likely to more readily seek out negative information about politics which

could further lower their political trust compared to those lower in neuroticism. Accord-

ingly, people high in neuroticism tend not to trust others in their daily lives (Dinesen et al.

2014) and this seems to apply equally to their political trust (Bromme et al. 2022).

Beyond these direct mechanisms, commensurate personality traits predict health and

socioeconomic outcomes in adulthood and these also predict political trust. Those higher

in agreeableness and lower in neuroticism tend to be more financially successful and to

remain in more robust health throughout their lives (Almlund et al. 2011; Roberts et al.

2007). Both of these benefits are likely to positively dispose them toward the political sys-

tem, because those in poorer personal and financial health may blame state institutions for

not remedying their concerns. As we would expect, therefore, both economic and health

status are positively associated with political trust (see Van der Meer 2017b for economic

outcomes and Mattila and Rapeli 2018 for health outcomes). The positive associations be-

tween agreeableness, neuroticism and political trust are therefore plausible because there

are both direct and indirect links between these personality traits and political trust.

One interpretation of the association between personality and political trust is that

personality traits are formed before political attitudes, and therefore cross-sectional as-

sociations between personality traits and political beliefs should be interpreted causally

(Mondak 2010). Indeed, personality traits tend to stabilize early in life, and the correla-

tions between personality traits in early and later life are high (Costa Jr et al. 2019). If

one accepts that political trust is a rational attitude, which people constantly update, then

it seems natural to assume that personality traits are causally prior to political trust. In
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this view, political trust is formed after people’s underlying personality traits, as a result

of the political events they experience after their formative years.

This viewpoint is grounded in the earlier personality psychology literature, in particu-

lar the Big Five Theory (Costa Jr and McCrae 1992). Proponents of this view argued that

personality traits are “set like plaster" after our formative years (Costa and McCrae 1994).

Therefore, they must causally influence our more malleable attributes, such as our polit-

ical attitudes, which are formed later in life and informed by our foundational traits.

Accordingly, this approach has been taken by some research on personality and political

attitudes, especially in earlier studies (Mondak and Halperin 2008; Gerber et al. 2011), al-

though other authors have been more cautious (Verhulst et al. 2012; Dawes et al. 2014).

For several reasons, recent studies about personality and political attitudes have been less

likely to adopt this causal viewpoint (Hatemi and Verhulst 2015; Boston et al. 2018).

One reason for this caution is that developments in the personality psychology liter-

ature have since undermined the assumed causal ordering between personality and other

attributes. For example, there is now robust evidence that personality traits change over

the life course, even after our formative years in adolescence and early adulthood (Bleidorn

et al. 2022). Accordingly, recent models tend to take a nuanced view in which personality

traits gain in stability during our formative years before they reach a plateau, after which

they have both stable and malleable components (Bleidorn 2015; Bleidorn et al. 2021).

This raises the possibility of a reciprocal relationship between personality and political

attitudes, and, indeed, there is some evidence for this viewpoint (Bakker et al. 2021a). It

also raises the possibility that personality traits and political attitudes might be separable

concepts whose correlation is explained by unmeasured confounding variables.

Therefore, another reason for caution is that the relationship between personality traits

and political attitudes could be explained by family background. This approach has been

taken by many authors studying the associations between personality and other political

attitudes (Bakker et al. 2021a; Hatemi and Verhulst 2015; Dawes et al. 2014; Verhulst

et al. 2012). The background refers to early life conditions, for example the socioeconomic

status of their early household environment, and to inherited traits, both of which may

affect political trust (Kettlewell and Tymula 2024; Schoon and Cheng 2011). In this view,
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any direct causal relationship between personality traits and political trust is weaker than

the observed positive correlations might suggest, because it is confounded by the common

background of those who become more politically trusting and develop commensurate per-

sonality traits. This is particularly important because these background variables are not

measured in standard observational designs. This does not mean that personality is unim-

portant for understanding political trust. Instead, it means that rather than personality

being an underlying trait that causes political trust, both would be closely connected dis-

positions reflecting our formative experiences and genes.

What might these background factors look like? The first group are inherited disposi-

tional factors known to affect both personality traits and political trust. While personality

traits show some variability in adulthood (Costa Jr et al. 2019), they tend to be stable

after early life. It is therefore suggested that a substantial proportion of their variance

is genetic in origin, with heritability estimates for personality traits typically being over

50 per cent (Bleidorn et al. 2022; Vukasović and Bratko 2015; Riemann et al. 1997)3.

Equally, recent work suggests that political trust also has a genetic basis. Heritability

estimates for political trust range from 30 to 50 per cent (Kelly et al. 2026; Kettlewell and

Tymula 2024; Dawes et al. 2014). Most of the variation in political trust, as we would

expect, is not attributable to genetic factors. However, there is nonetheless a modest her-

itable component to political trust, which tallies with similar findings for other political

attitudes (Dawes et al. 2014; Sturgis et al. 2010). To the extent that the heritable com-

ponents of personality traits and political trust overlap, this may explain their relationship.

The second set of relevant background factors are environmental factors experienced

within the household in which we grew up, and during early adulthood. The role of

the shared household environment on our political attitudes accrues primarily between

the ages of 9 and 17, before tailing off by our early 20s as these attitudes crystalise

(Hatemi et al. 2009). Similarly, recent evidence suggests that political trust is subject

to repeated updating until around the age of 20, after which a stable dispositional model

best fits the data (La Roi et al. 2025). This implies that adolescents and young adults up-

date their political trust as environmental conditions develop during their formative years.

3A 50 per cent heritability estimate means that 50 per cent of the variation in each personality trait
is statistically explained by heritable factors shared within twin pairs. This does not imply a Mendelian
parent-to-child heritability as seen for certain heritable diseases such as cystic fibrosis.
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These environmental factors may include the material conditions of the household, in-

teractions with family, friends, and neighbours, early labour market experiences, and both

secondary and tertiary education, among other experiences (Van Elsas 2015; Colombo et al.

2025, Marien 2017; Mayne and Hakhverdian 2017). One example is that political trust is

strongly associated with early life household socioeconomic status. Those who grow up in

higher income brackets tend to feel more comfortable with their lives in general, and with

the political system. Accordingly, those in higher income brackets report higher political

trust (Mayne and Hakhverdian 2017), as do those who report greater financial satisfaction

(Catterberg and Moreno 2006), and, importantly, those who grew up in more financially

comfortable households (Schoon et al. 2010; Schoon and Cheng 2011; Hooghe et al. 2015).

Therefore, experiences in adolescence and early adulthood are likely to influence political

trust in later life.

Similarly, the developmental psychology literature suggests that personality traits crys-

talise after a period of volatility in childhood and early adulthood, although it may take

slightly longer for these traits to become fully set compared to our political attitudes

(Roberts and DelVecchio 2000; Roberts et al. 2006; Srivastava et al. 2003; Roberts et al.

2005). Again, shared household experiences, such as household economic conditions and

parental socialization, as well as the school environment and early labour market expe-

riences, among other factors, all contribute to this crystalisation process. To the extent

that these overlap with the contributors to stable political trust, they may confound that

relationship.

For example, those whose early life is more comfortable tend to be more agreeable, and

to have higher levels of emotional stability, in later life. Kitamura and Fujihara (2003)

show that early relocations are associated with neuroticism in later life, and Kandler et al.

(2012) show that negative early life events, such as prolonged illness or parental separation,

predict neuroticism and lower agreeableness in later life4. Therefore, there is reasonable

evidence that the relationship between personality traits and political trust may be partly

4One caveat is that these relationships could be confounded if a latent genetic trait shared by parents
and their children predicts both personality traits and the probability of experiencing these negative events.
For example, parents high in neuroticism and low in agreeableness may be more likely to separate, and
because personality traits are substantially heritable, their children are likely to share these traits to
some extent, but this does not necessarily mean that the separation caused the children to express these
personality traits.
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explained by common formative experiences. Early experiences may cause people to de-

velop commensurate personality traits and orientations toward the political system.

While this sounds plausible, in fact we should expect more of the relationship to be

genetic for several reasons. Heritability estimates for personality traits tend to be very

high, with the meta-analysis from Vukasović and Bratko (2015) suggesting between 40 and

50 per cent heritability for most personality traits and 50 per cent typically being used

as a benchmark (Jang et al. 1996). By contrast, estimated shared environmental variance

tends to be low, which is most closely associated with early life conditions (Polderman

et al. 2015; Jang et al. 1996). Similarly, while heritability estimates for political trust are

lower, typically 30 to 40 per cent, shared environmental variance is low (Kettlewell and

Tymula 2024; Dawes et al. 2014). It appears likely, therefore, that genes would be mostly

responsible for any unmeasured confounding between personality and political trust.

In sum, I argued that the relationship between personality traits and political trust

might be explained by common formative experiences and inherited traits causing people

to jointly develop their personality profiles and their political attitudes5. This means that

the observed correlations between personality traits and political trust could mislead us

as to the nature of their relationship. Rather than personality being a latent underlying

trait that causes people to develop political (dis)trust, both personality and political trust

are formed relatively early in life and are informed by the same formative experiences

and genetic predispositions. This would imply that there is a component of political trust

that is also a disposition. This component would be formed relatively early in life, and it

would develop jointly with other underlying dispositional traits, including our personalities.

In what follows, I combine evidence from twin and sibling data to estimate the extent

to which the relationship between personality traits and political trust is explained by

family background, and to estimate which of these factors are most influential.

5There is some suggestive evidence that this may also explain the associations between some personality
traits, ideology, and political behaviour. For example, Ahlskog (2023) shows that when accounting for
family background, the relationship between extraversion and political participation is eliminated, while
Dawes et al. (2014) and Verhulst et al. (2012) come to the same conclusion about all Big Five dimensions.
Similarly, (Weinschenk and Dawes 2017; Weinschenk and Dawes 2018) show that the relationships between
personality traits, political interest, and one’s sense of civic duty are not robust to accounting for family
background. Kandler et al. (2012) also show that genetic factors account for most of the correlation
between personality traits and political ideology.
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Hypotheses

My hypotheses follow straightforwardly from the preceding discussion. I first hypothesize

that some of the Big Five personality traits are correlated with political trust.

H1 There are associations between the Big Five personality traits and political trust.

H1a. Agreeableness is positively associated with political trust.

H1b. Neuroticism is negatively associated with political trust.

When accounting for family background (early life conditions and heritable disposi-

tions), I argued that the relationship between personality traits and political trust will be

weaker. This means that the associations in Hypothesis 1 may not be causal in origin. I

therefore hypothesize that:

H2 The associations between the Big Five personality traits and political trust are not

causal in origin.

This explanation has two possible sources: early life conditions such as socioeconomic

status, and inherited genetic factors which predict both personality traits and political

trust. The remaining two hypotheses account for these two possible sets of explanations,

with the first suggesting that the explanations are genetic in origin.

H3 The associations between the Big Five personality traits and political trust are

explained by inherited dispositional factors.

H3a. The association between agreeableness and political trust is explained by

inherited dispositional factors.

H3b. The association between neuroticism and political trust is explained by

inherited dispositional factors.

The final hypothesis then refers to the possibility that the explanation is instead due

to early life socialization.

H4 The associations between the Big Five personality traits and political trust are

explained by shared early life conditions.
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H4a. The association between agreeableness and political trust is explained by

shared early life conditions.

H4b. The association between neuroticism and political trust is explained by

shared early life conditions.

Data and method

I first test whether associations exist between personality and trust (Hypothesis 1), before

testing whether these associations are explained by background factors (Hypothesis 2).

Finally, I then try to identify whether formative experiences or inherited genetic factors

are more influential in explaining these relationships (Hypotheses 3-4).

Meta-analysis

The first step is to establish whether the Big Five personality traits are associated with

political trust. For this purpose, I updated the meta-analysis conducted by Bromme et al.

(2022). The authors of that study collected studies measuring at least one of the Big Five

personality traits and measuring trust in politicians or national political institutions6. I

expanded their dataset from 16 studies to 23 studies.

Bromme et al. (2022) forward searched articles citing Mondak and Halperin (2008) and

Mondak (2010). I expanded their dataset with a systematic Web of Science search7. Fol-

lowing Bromme et al. (2022), I included studies which report a correlation or a regression

coefficient between at least one of the Big Five personality traits and at least one measure

of political trust8. However, I also included studies published after 2020, which was the

last year in the original data. This added four studies. I also included studies which used

the same data source, for which I compensated by including a random effect for the data

source in the models. This added three more studies. The final dataset has 23 studies and

123 coefficients, covering all the Big Five dimensions (see Appendix A for the full list).

6Bromme et al. (2022) also included a study which measured trust in the European Union. I excluded
this study because trust in European institutions is likely to be confounded with Euroscepticism and does
not tend to be strongly correlated with trust in national or local institutions (Muñoz 2017).

7I used the keyword: ("political trust" OR "trust in politics" OR "political distrust") AND ("person-
ality" or "extraversion" or "conscientiousness" or "neuroticism" or "agreeableness" or "big five" or "big
5").

8Specifically, trust in politicians or political institutions, at the local or national levels.
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Following Devine (2024), I estimated partial correlations for each coefficient. For stud-

ies in which the underlying coefficient is from a linear regression, I first followed

Aloe and Thompson (2013) and converted these into a partial correlation with the formula:

r = t√
t2+(n−p−1)

In which r is the partial correlation, t is the test statistic from the linear regression, n is

the sample size, and p is the number of parameters in the linear regression model. In a few

cases, the regression models included control variables, and, therefore, their substantive

interpretation is slightly different than for bivariate regression or correlation coefficients. I

retain them in the main analysis to reduce possible bias from their exclusion. Nonetheless,

in the Appendix, I show that the results are similar when excluding these coefficients. I

then standardised all partial correlations using the transformation:

s = 1
2 ln

(1+r)
(1−r)

In which r is the unstandardized partial correlation and s is the standardized par-

tial correlation. This ensures that all partial correlations are numerically comparable. I

then ran a hierarchical model for each of the Big Five traits, with random intercepts for

the study, for the political trust measure type, the personality measure type, and for the

dataset. The intercept from these models is the standardized meta-analytical coefficient,

and it can be interpreted as the standardized effect of a one standard deviation change in

the personality trait of interest on political trust. See Appendix A for full technical details

including notes on how different types of correlation coefficients were standardised (again

following Devine 2024).

Co-twin and co-sibling models

The next step is to establish whether the associations between the Big Five dimensions

and political trust are explained by family background. For this purpose, I use twin and

sibling data, which has the key advantage that the twins and siblings are known to be

genetically very similar, and to have grown up in the same early life environment9. This

allows me to estimate the relationship between personality traits and political trust while
9For the vast majority of positions across the genome, humans are genetically identical. The remaining

positions account for all genetic variation between humans, of which DZ twins and other full siblings share
50 per cent.
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controlling for these background factors, which are usually not measured. It also does

so without relying on the strong assumptions necessitated by many behavioural genetics

designs (Verhulst et al. 2019; Rasmussen et al. 2019; Charney and English 2013).

I selected twin and sibling datasets by referring to the list of twin studies in Hur et

al. (2019), and then identifying surveys fielded within these twin datasets which measured

both political trust, and the Big Five personality traits. I excluded some datasets due to

insufficient sample sizes10. I excluded others that measured personality traits because they

did not measure political trust11, and vice-versa I excluded those which measured political

trust but not personality traits12. I also excluded some other datasets due to using mea-

sures of personality incompatible with the Big Five13. I identified three suitable datasets,

two of which are publicly accessible and I therefore analyse here14.

The included datasets are the Minnesota Twins Political Survey/MTPS (Hatemi et al.

2016), and the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health/NLSAH (Har-

ris et al. 2013). I summarize these datasets in Table 1. The Minnesotan data includes

monozygotic (MZ) twins and dizygotic (DZ) twins, while the Add. Health data also in-

cludes data on non-twin full and half siblings. In total, there are 1349 observations in the

Minnesotan data and 3062 observations in the Add. Health data. The analysis samples

are restricted to pairs of twins and siblings for whom I have information on all relevant

variables for both siblings. Pooling MZ and DZ twins (and siblings where available) sub-

stantially improves my sample size and statistical power compared to using MZ twins alone.

Table 1: Summary of data

Name Country Survey fieldwork N MZ DZ Non-twin siblings Age range

Minnesota Twins Political Survey (MTPS) USA 2008-2009 1349 791 558 0 53-62
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (NLSAH) USA 2009 3066 390 574 2102 18-26

In the Minnesotan data, I measure political trust using questions from the standard

American National Election Study battery, which asks about trust in government and in

politicians. To reduce measurement error, I collate these items into a scale which I stan-

10The 1958 and 1970 UK cohort studies.
11The VA30K dataset, and the Australian Twin Registry.
12The Australian Twins Economic Preferences Survey.
13The Swedish Twin Registry.
14The Danish Political Twins Study is not public. The assumption that my results hold outside the

United States would warrant replication.

14



dardized in terms of standard deviation changes. The scale shows reasonable reliability as

indicated by Cronbach’s Alpha (α = 0.68). With the Add. Health data, I similarly created

a scale from the three political trust questions, which cover trust in the federal, state and

local governments. Again, this scale shows good reliability with an Alpha of 0.9615.

The Minnesotan data includes a small number of twins raised apart for at least some of

their childhood (160 of the 1349 total sample). 116 of these twins were separated at age 16

or 17 and therefore still shared the majority of their childhood experiences. Nonetheless,

I exclude these twins from the Minnesotan analyses to provide the cleanest possible test

of the influence of early environments on the relationship between personality and trust.

The Adolescent Health data I use does not include twins or siblings raised apart.

Table 2: Measures of political trust in the twin and family data

Dataset Political trust
MTPS Two-item battery for trust in politicians and government. α = 0.68.

1. How much of the time do you think you can trust the government in Washington to
do what is right? (Options: “just about always", “most of the time", “only some of the
time").

2. Do you think that quite a few of the people running the government are crooked, not
very many are, or do you think that hardly any of them are crooked? (Options: “Quite
a few are crooked", “Not very many are crooked", “Hardly any are crooked").

NLSAH Three-item battery for trust in local, state and federal government. α = 0.96.

How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? (Likert scale).

1. I trust the federal government.

2. I trust my state government.

3. I trust my local government

In the Minnesotan data, I measure the Big Five dimensions using the 44-item Big Five

Inventory (John et al. 1991), and in the Add. Health data, I use the 20-item Mini-IPIP

(Donnellan et al. 2006). These data again show reasonable reliability, particularly the

44-item scale16, and I present factor analyses for all ten personality scales in Appendix

B. These longer scales are generally more reliable than shorter personality batteries, in-

cluding when measuring the associations between personality traits and political attitudes

(Boston et al. 2018; Bakker and Lelkes 2018; Rammstedt et al. 2013). See Appendix B for

15I standardized the trust and personality measures by subtracting their mean and dividing by their
standard deviation.

16Although the shorter mini-IPIP scale generally shows lower reliability, this was still above acceptable
minimums (Cronbach’s Alpha > 0.5). This reflects previous psychological studies of the Add. Health
mini-IPIP measures (Baldasaro et al. 2013).
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full descriptive statistics including the list of questions in each personality scale.

I test the relationships between the Big Five personality traits and political trust using

co-twin and co-sibling models. These designs use the observation that twins and sib-

lings are genetically similar and share the same family environment due to their common

upbringing. By testing differences within pairs of twins and siblings – comparing how dif-

ferences in each personality trait relate to differences in political trust – I can estimate the

relationship between the Big Five personality traits and political trust while controlling

for family-related background variables. In effect, this approach treats one sibling as a

credible (albeit imperfect) counterfactual for the other and asks whether the twin with

higher political trust is also higher (or lower) on the relevant personality trait.

In practical terms, this involves comparing two models. The first is a naïve model in

which I regress the personality trait on political trust while controlling for only birth year

fixed effects, sex, and an interaction between the two. The second replaces these controls

with sibling pair fixed effects, focusing solely on within-pair variation isolated from factors

related to family background. If the relationship between personality and political trust

is explained by these factors, then the coefficient for political trust will decrease in those

models (Ahlskog and Oskarsson 2023).

Although using a within-family approach provides substantial leverage against back-

ground confounding, as with all methods, it has its limitations. One important limitation

is that statistical power is lower than in standard designs because siblings are related.

To my knowledge, there is no standard approach for calculating power in twin and sib-

ling fixed effects designs. Nonetheless, following the approach taken by Feng (2025) I

conducted sensitivity power calculations using the intra-class correlation coefficients for

political trust. These suggested that both datasets have reasonable power to detect small

personality effects (β = 0.08 for the Minnesotan data, or β = 0.05 for the Add. Health

data). That said, it is important to note that even if I do not estimate significant effects

of personality on political trust, I cannot rule out very small effects below these thresholds.

Extended family variance decomposition models
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If the relationship between personality traits and political trust is attenuated when

including family fixed effects in the co-twin and co-sibling models, this suggests that the

relationship is explained by background factors. However, this could be due to shared early

life conditions, inherited dispositional factors, or both. The family fixed effects are latent

variables which capture all (measured and unmeasured) factors shared within families, and

they are by design agnostic about the exact combination of these factors. The co-twin and

co-sibling design therefore provides maximum leverage against background confounding,

but does not directly inform us about the source of that confounding.

To test the relative importance of each group of factors, I use an extended family vari-

ance decomposition model. This uses data on MZ twins, DZ twins, and full siblings to

decompose the covariation between two or more traits into additive genetic (A), shared

environmental (C) and unique environmental (E) components (Medland and Hatemi 2009;

Neale and Cardon 2013). It allows me to estimate the covariation between two traits that

can be attributed to genetic and environmental factors and thereby to estimate the source

of any confounding between personality traits and political trust. Specifically, I estimate

the proportion of the total (phenotypic) correlation that is attributable to additive genetic

factors, to common environmental factors, and to unique environmental factors.

Socialised influences on the relationship between personality traits and political trust

are divided between the C component and the E component. Shared environmental fac-

tors (C) are those typically experienced by twins living under the same roof, for example,

shared families and schools. Unique environmental factors (E) are those that affect the

twins differently, including early experiences not shared by the twins. For example, to the

extent that childhood friendship groups differed between twins, these would be captured

by the E component rather than the C component. Genetic influences are only contained

in the A component.

A standard bivariate twin model uses the correlations between the traits of interest

within the MZ and DZ twin pairs. If the correlation within MZ twin pairs is less than

perfect, the difference is attributed to non-shared environmental factors (E) that make

siblings within twin pairs different from each other (for example, external influences, ran-

dom genetic mutations, or measurement error). The difference between the within-MZ
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correlation and the within-DZ correlation is attributed to genetic factors (A) and to the

shared environment (C). The extent to which the MZ correlation exceeds that within DZ

pairs reflects the weighting toward the A component rather than the C component.

I use an extended family model that includes non-twin full siblings in addition to MZ

and DZ twins. Non-twin full siblings share 50 per cent of their genes and grow up in similar

environments to one another, and can therefore be treated as de-facto DZ twins in an ACE

decomposition (Ojeda 2016). The resulting larger sample of non-MZ pairs increases the

statistical power to disentangle genetic from (common) environmental covariation between

personality traits and political trust (Hatemi et al. 2010)17. This allows me to partially

account for assumptions which might overestimate the genetic component of the relation-

ship, although I cannot account for those that might underestimate it18.

In sum, including full siblings as well as MZ and DZ twins increases the power to

differentiate genetic from environmental covariation between personality traits and political

trust (Keller et al. 2010). Given this and the substantially larger sample size than the

Minnesotan data, I use the Add. Health data to run these models. Given the stronger

assumptions, these estimates should be treated with more caution than the co-twin and

co-sibling estimates. Nonetheless, they estimate the proportion of the associations between

personality and trust that is attributed to genetic or environmental factors.

Analysis

Meta-analysis

The first step is to test Hypothesis 1 - whether the Big Five personality traits are

associated with political trust. Table 3 summarizes the standardized partial correlations

between the Big Five dimensions and political trust from the updated meta-analysis.

17This is maximised when there are approximately four times as many DZ twins/siblings as MZ twins
(Posthuma and Boomsma 2000). In this case, there are around twice as many full siblings and DZ pairs
as there are MZ pairs.

18See Appendix B for a further discussion of these assumptions.
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Table 3: Standardized meta-analytical associations between the Big Five personality traits
on political trust.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Big Five Dimension Agreeableness Neuroticism Conscientiousness Extraversion Openness

Standardized partial correlation 0.090∗ −0.058∗ 0.003 0.026 0.027

(0.019) (0.019) (0.029) (0.020) (0.024)

Prop. positive 88% 13% 64% 61% 57%

Num. obs. 24 22 22 22 22

Num. studies 23 22 22 22 21

Note. ∗p < 0.05. Standardized partial correlations (Fisher’s Z) and their standard errors shown. The
dataset is an updated version of Bromme et al. (2022), and it includes 123 coefficients from 23 studies.
All models include random effects for the data source, for the study, for the political trust measure type,
and for the personality trait measure type.

Agreeableness and neuroticism are clearly associated with political trust. For agree-

ableness, 86% of studies report a positive coefficient. The standardized partial correlation

is also positive and statistically significant at the 5 per cent level. For neuroticism, 85% of

the included studies report a negative coefficient, and the standardized coefficient is neg-

ative and statistically significant. Therefore, it appears that there are robust associations

between agreeableness and neuroticism, and political trust.

To put these results into context, general guidelines for meta-analyses in the social

sciences suggest that they are moderate (Doucouliagos 201119). However, context-specific

benchmarks demonstrate that they are comparable to other political consequences of per-

sonality traits, outcomes of political trust, and classic meta-analytical results in political

science. For example, the estimated effect of agreeableness is larger than its estimated

effects on political efficacy and participation (Fisher’s Z < 0.05, Bromme et al. 2022),

comparable to the effect of political trust on environmental and immigration policy pref-

erences (Fisher’s Z = 0.09, Devine 2024), and equal to the rally effect of terror attacks

(Fisher’s Z = 0.09, Godefroidt 2023. By contrast, the meta-analytical effect of neuroti-

cism is comparable to its estimated effects on political interest and political participation

(Fisher’s Z = 0.08 and 0.03, Bromme et al. 2022), similar to the estimated effects of politi-

cal trust on voter turnout and redistribution preferences (Fisher’s Z = 0.06, Devine 2024),

and larger than the effect of ethnic diversity on interpersonal trust (Fisher’s Z =-0.025,

Dinesen et al. 2020).
19Partial correlations cannot be interpreted analogously to zero order correlations. Doucouliagos (2011)

argues that for meta-analyses in economics, a partial correlation above 0.07 should be interpreted as
moderate, and a partial correlation over 0.33 should be interpreted as large.
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By contrast, and as expected, it does not appear that the other three Big Five dimen-

sions (conscientiousness, extraversion and openness) are associated with political trust.

While all three associations are positive, they are generally small and statistically insignif-

icant. Almost half of the studies reported a negative coefficient, and the coefficients varied

substantially, indicating that there is no robust effect on political trust. I therefore find

support for Hypothesis 1 (and specifically, for Hypotheses 1a and 1b); there are associa-

tions between two of the Big Five personality traits and political trust.

Co-twin and co-sibling results

The next step is to test whether the associations between the Big Five personality traits

and political trust are explained by family background. Table 4 reports the results from

a co-twin control design between the Big Five personality traits and political trust using

the Minnesotan data. The naïve models are reported first (with only age, sex and their

interaction as controls) followed by the twin pair fixed effects models for each trait.

There are statistically significant naïve estimates for both agreeableness and neuroti-

cism, supporting Hypothesis 1. These effects are modest in size, with a one standard

deviation increase in each personality trait being associated with around a 0.1 standard

deviation changes in political trust. By contrast, the effects for the other three personality

traits are small and statistically insignificant. Hypotheses 1a and 1b are therefore sup-

ported; agreeableness and neuroticism are significantly associated with political trust.

Table 4: Co-twin models for the Big Five personality traits and political trust, United
States (Minnesota Twins Political Survey).

Dependent variable Political trust scale

Personality trait Agreeableness Neuroticism Extraversion Conscientiousness Openness

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

– 0.143* 0.045 −0.065* −0.011 −0.036 0.004 −0.009 −0.051 −0.056 −0.044

(0.029) (0.032) (0.030) (0.035) (0.029) (0.042) (0.029) (0.035) (0.031) (0.038)

Twin pair FE N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y

Observations 1146 1146 1148 1148 1154 1154 1148 1148 1151 1151

Adjusted R2 0.018 0.225 0.002 0.216 0.000 0.226 0.000 0.214 0.001 0.231

T(FE ̸= OLS) – 2.42 – 1.27 – 0.77 – 0.80 – 0.26

Note. *p<0.05. Standardized effect sizes and their standard errors shown. The data is from the Minnesota

20



Twins Political Survey. The naïve models include controls for age, sex, and an interaction term between
age and sex. The fixed effects models include fixed effects for each twin pair. See Appendix B for DZ twin
results.

However, neither of these associations are robust to controlling for family background

by including twin pair fixed effects in the models. In both cases, the association drops

substantially and loses statistical significance. Nonetheless, while the evidence is clear for

agreeableness, it is less cut and dry for neuroticism. Applying the Paternoster et al. (1998)

test for the statistical equality of regression coefficients suggests that the difference is statis-

tically significant for agreeableness, but that we cannot rule out the null of no confounding

for neuroticism. It appears, therefore, that there is mixed evidence for Hypothesis 2 from

the Minnesotan twin data. With these data, I find support for Hypothesis 2a, that the as-

sociation between agreeableness and political trust is confounded with family background,

but not for Hypothesis 2b, that the association between neuroticism and political trust is

similarly confounded.

One drawback with using data on twins alone is the reduced sample size this generally

entails. In the subsequent analyses I therefore use extended family data to significantly

boost my sample size. In Table 5 I report the co-sibling study using the National Longi-

tudinal Study of Adolescent Health. Again, for each of the Big Five dimensions I report

a naïve model, and then a model with fixed effects. In this case, the fixed effects are for

families rather than twin pairs, and the data includes both twins and non-twin (full and

half) siblings. All respondents shared their early life upbringing and also share a large

proportion of their genes.

Table 5: Co-sibling models for the Big Five personality traits and political trust, United
States (National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health).

Dependent variable Political trust scale

Personality trait Agreeableness Neuroticism Extraversion Conscientiousness Openness

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

– 0.081* 0.004 −0.108* −0.047 0.023 0.023 0.039* 0.001 −0.009 −0.046

(0.019) (0.028) (0.019) (0.025) (0.018) (0.025) (0.018) (0.024) (0.018) (0.027)

Twin pair FE N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y

Observations 3062 3062 3062 3062 3066 3066 3065 3065 3070 3070

Adjusted R2 0.016 0.213 0.005 0.203 0.001 0.213 0.000 0.202 0.002 0.217

T(FE ̸= OLS) – 2.45 – 1.96 – 0.00 – 1.27 – 1.14

Note. *p<0.05. Standardized effect sizes and their standard errors shown. The data is from the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. The naïve models include controls for sex. The fixed effects
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models include fixed effects for each twin pair. See Appendix B for DZ twin results.

The results are similar to the twin study in this extended sample. Again, there are

statistically significant naïve estimates for both agreeableness and neuroticism, in the ex-

pected directions, supporting Hypotheses 1a and 1b. And again, neither of these estimates

is robust to the inclusion of family fixed effects. In the case of agreeableness, the effect

falls almost exactly to zero, and in the case of neuroticism it more than halves. As before,

the effects of extraversion and openness are both small and statistically insignificant in

both types of specification. However, in the extended sample, the evidence that family

background matters is clearer in both cases. Applying the Paternoster et al. (1998) test

for the equality of regression coefficients suggests that both of these differences are statisti-

cally significant. I therefore find evidence in favour of both Hypothesis 2a and Hypothesis

2b with these data; the associations between political trust and both agreeableness and

neuroticism appear to be explained by family background20.

The results across the two datasets are robust in several ways, and I report robustness

tests in Appendix B. First, bivariate twin decomposition models also suggest that there

is no causal relationship, because the e12 path coefficient (which represents the uncon-

founded shared variance between personality and political trust), is essentially zero and

statistically insignificant in both cases. I also present robustness checks for: measurement

error corrections, outlier corrections, and demonstrating sufficient within-twin variance for

a co-twin analysis. In addition, the preceding meta-analysis indicates that the pattern of

associations between the Big Five traits and political trust is similar in general population

studies, alleviating the concern that these associations might be specific to family samples.

In sum, the co-twin and co-sibling results generally support Hypothesis 2; the associations

between personality traits and political trust should not be interpreted causally.

One particular concern might be that the confounding between agreeableness and po-

litical trust may be explained by trust being a component of agreeableness which can-

not be meaningfully measured separately. Generalized interpersonal trust is sometimes

20One small difference from the preceding co-twin analyses is that there is a small, statistically significant
effect of conscientiousness in the naïve model. While this effect falls almost exactly to zero and loses
statistical significance in the fixed effects model, the Paternoster et al. (1998) test suggests that we cannot
reject the null hypothesis of no confounding. However, this effect is very small, suggesting that if there is
an effect of conscientiousness on political trust, it is unlikely to be substantively important, and it would
not be possible to definitely show that this small effect is confounded without a very large sample size.
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considered part of agreeableness and is in turn strongly associated with political trust

(Sønderskov and Dinesen 2016). The attenuation in the co-twin models might then reflect

trust and agreeableness being conceptually inseparable, rather than confounding due to

family background. However, this seems unlikely. For one thing, the most recent research

suggests that the correlation between political and interpersonal trust is explained by polit-

ical trust causing interpersonal trust and not the other way around (Dinesen et al. 2022).

For another, in Appendix B, I replicate the MTPS analyses while excluding the NEO

agreeableness item recording whether respondents are ‘generally trusting’. The similarity

between these results and the main MTPS estimates suggests that generalised trust does

not drive the association between agreeableness and political trust.

Extended family variance decomposition models

My results thus far suggest that the relationship between personality traits and politi-

cal trust is explained by family background. However, they do not provide direct evidence

as to whether this explanation is primarily due to shared heritable dispositions or shared

early life factors. Using data from the bivariate decomposition model for the Add. Health

data, Table 6 shows the proportion of the correlations between political trust, agreeable-

ness and neuroticism that can be attributed to shared heritable dispositions (%Rg) and to

the shared early life environment in which the twins were raised (%Rc). For completeness,

I also report %Re, which does not provide further information about family background

but indicates the covariation between trust and personality traits attributable to factors

other than the common heritable predispositions and early life environment shared by the

twins (and therefore the covariation that was used to estimate the relationship between

the personality traits and political trust in the fixed effects models).

Table 6: The proportional genetic (%Rg), common environmental (%Rc) and unique envi-
ronmental (%Re) correlations between personality traits and political trust, United States
(National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health).

Dataset Dependent variable %Rg %Rc %Re

Add. Health Agreeableness 71.1 19.1 09.7

[63.6; 78.7] [05.6, 32.6] [02.8; 16.7]

Neuroticism 71.6 16.5 11.8

[52.7; 90.5] [05.9, 27.3] [02.5; 21.1]
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Note. The data is on MZ and DZ twins from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. Point
estimates and bootstrapped 95 per cent confidence intervals are shown, derived from a bivariate direct
decomposition model (Verhulst et al. 2019). The models control for age and sex. All estimates have been
rounded to one decimal place. All models were run with the package ‘umx’ in R.

While there is substantial variability in the results for both genetic and environmental

components, environmental factors appear to play a lesser role in the association between

personality traits and political trust. For both agreeableness and neuroticism, about 70

per cent of the correlation is attributable to shared heritable factors. Similarly, in both

cases, around 20 per cent of the correlation is attributable to common environmental

factors, and around 10 per cent to unique environmental factors. The estimated environ-

mental contribution to the association between personality and trust (around 30 per cent

in total) approximates that to the association between personality and political partici-

pation (Dawes et al. 2014; Weinschenk et al. 2023). By contrast, for other political atti-

tudes, such as political interest (Weinschenk and Dawes 2017) and the sense of civic duty

(Weinschenk and Dawes 2018), the estimated environmental contributions are lower, be-

tween 10 and 20 per cent. This suggests that there is a higher environmental contribution

to relationship between personality and political trust than for political attitudes (and one

that is similar to the relationship between personality and political behaviour).

As previously mentioned, these estimates should be treated with a higher degree of

caution than the co-sibling results. Although these issues are mitigated in an extended

family design, the parameter estimates and their confidence intervals are still sensitive

to the underlying assumptions of a bivariate decomposition model, and in particular the

proportional genetic correlation may be somewhat over-estimated. Nonetheless, it appears

that the relationship between personality traits and political trust is likely to be explained

by both shared heritable traits and by shared environmental factors, but the evidence is

somewhat stronger for shared heritable factors. I therefore find qualified support for both

Hypotheses 3 and 4, but the evidence is slightly stronger for Hypothesis 3.

Conclusion

Maintaining trust in political institutions is crucial for democratic politics. Without rea-

sonable levels of political trust, we might expect people to stop participating in political

life, to reduce their compliance with the law, or to lose respect for core democratic princi-
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ples (Devine 2024; Catterberg and Moreno 2006). However, the origins of political trust are

less clear. As with many other political attitudes, political trust tends to be quite stable

in adulthood. Therefore, some have argued that trust is a socialized attitude formed in

early life which is then quite stable. Recent work has built on this suggestion and argued

that political trust may be closely related to underlying personality traits.

The evidence presented in this paper suggests personality and political trust are indeed

closely connected. There are robust associations between agreeableness (positive) and neu-

roticism (negative) and political trust, as confirmed by the meta-analysis and in the family

data. In addition, this closeness is mostly explained by common formative experiences and

inherited traits. When accounting for family background in a twin- and sibling-pair fixed

effects design, the associations between agreeableness, neuroticism, and political trust fell

substantially and lost statistical significance. In sum, therefore, the evidence presented

here suggests that both personality traits and political trust are dispositions formed in

early life, influenced by common formative experiences and inherited traits.

As always, of course, there are caveats to these findings. For one thing, it is difficult

to precisely differentiate between formative experiences and inherited traits. Parents share

heritable predispositions with their children. These dispositions influence the environments

parents create for their children, including aspects that are likely to be important for polit-

ical trust (for example, whether and how parents talk about politics with their children).

Therefore, while the decomposition models suggest that the relationship between personal-

ity and trust is more explained by inherited traits than formative experiences, these results

should not be interpreted as meaning that formative experiences are unimportant.

For another thing, the family data I use is from the United States. While the data vary

in the ages and cohorts studied, they do not vary across countries. To my knowledge, there

is no evidence that the heritability of political trust or personality traits differs markedly

across national contexts, or that the relationships between political trust and personality

traits vary systematically across countries (Mondak et al. 2017; Kettlewell and Tymula

2024; Dawes et al. 2014). Therefore, I would not expect my findings to be notably differ-

ent in other national contexts. Nonetheless, I cannot rule that out with these data.
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All things considered, my findings have implications for our understanding of the origins

of political trust and political attitudes more generally. They help to explain why political

trust is stable in long-run panel data and they provide further detail about the early life

origins of political trust. This further implies that political trust is likely formed earlier

in life than traditional evaluative accounts would suggest (Devine and Valgarðsson 2024).

Trust being formed early also has policy implications. To the extent that political trust is

a stable attitude formed in early life, it may be more difficult for policy interventions to

alleviate the low and declining political trust observed in many democracies today.

More broadly, this research contributes to the debate about the nature of the rela-

tionships between personality and political attitudes (Verhulst et al. 2012; Dawes et al.

2014). While personality traits are strongly associated with many political attitudes, it

is increasingly apparent that a model in which personality traits are formed early in life

and are causally prior to political attitudes is not supported by the data. Instead, both

personality traits and some political attitudes are likely to be dispositions formed early in

life which then mutually influence one another throughout our lives (Bakker et al. 2021a).

It should be emphasized that my point here is not to downplay the importance of

personality for understanding political attitudes. Rather, my goal has been to better un-

derstand the underlying sources of their connection. My findings suggest that personality

traits and political trust are closely connected dispositions both formed early in life, and

that personality traits to some extent represent underlying formative experiences and in-

herited dispositions which also explain our political attitudes. Future research could try to

identify the specific mechanisms underlying these shared formative pathways between per-

sonality and political trust (Friesen and Ksiazkiewicz 2015; Ksiazkiewicz and Friesen 2021).

The relationship between personality traits and political attitudes is, therefore, likely

to be complex. For one thing, while it seems likely that political trust is formed earlier in

life than earlier research presumed, the processes by which political trust is formed in early

life are not well understood, and neither is the role of personality traits in these processes.

It may be that political trust and personality are formed by separate processes and there

is indeed no connection between the two, but this seems unlikely. Instead, several inher-

ited and environmental pathways are likely to link personality traits and political trust in
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early life, and further research could, where possible, seek to identify these processes, for ex-

ample by using longitudinal data with repeated measures of personality and political trust.
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