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There is a general understanding 
that trust in a political system is 

an important element for democratic 
reforms and development. Trust con-
tributes to economic development 
and market economy, social integra-
tion, political reforms, democratic 
stability and even to good health and 
longevity 1. Political and social scien-
tists usually distinguish two types of 
trust - political and social.  While so-
cial trust covers the attitudes of peo-
ple to each other as well as participa-
tion in civil and voluntary organiza-
tions, political trust measures the at-
titudes of the public to political insti-
tutions.  For the last decade the con-
nection between trust, social capital 
and democracy has occupied a sig-
nificant place in the work of political 
scientists. The disintegration of the 
Soviet Union and emergence of new 
transitional states gave birth to and 
popularized theories of trust. Politi-
cal scientists began to see the absence 
of trust as the main element of weak-
ness in the political system. The 
weakness of political society and low 
levels of citizens’ involvement in 
politics in former Communist societ-
ies usually connected to low levels of 
social capital (weak civil society and 
low levels of interpersonal trust) and 
the legacy of cooperation with Com-
munism 2. In fact, several researchers 
1 Newton, Kenneth (2001). Trust, Social Capital, Civil Society, 
and Democracy, International Political Science Review, Vol. 
22, No. 2 (Apr., 2001), pp. 201-214
2  Letki, Nathalie (2004). Socialization for Participation? 

found that mistrust of political insti-
tutions comes from the disappoint-
ment from cooperation with Commu-
nist regimes and disbelief in a new 
democratic government3 . Countries 
of the South Caucasus are not an ex-
ception to the rule. All three countries 
became independent at the same time 
and experienced more or less similar 
historical processes. While, Georgia 
and Azerbaijan were plagued by sep-
aratism and aggression, Armenia was 
left in isolationism and lacking eco-
nomic development. But the pres-
ence of conflicts in all three societies 
contributed a great deal to the forma-
tion of trust in various institutions. 

The following article examines the 
level of political trust among popula-
tions in Armenia, Azerbaijan and 
Georgia. It also provides an explana-
tion for understanding the high or 
low level of trust. This article primar-
ily employs data from the 2010 Cau-
casus Barometer (CB)—a nationwide 
survey that is annually conducted in 
Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia by 
the Caucasus Research Resource 
Centers (CRRC). The CB uses multi-
stage cluster sampling with prelimi-
nary stratification on nine geographi-
cally defined units in each country: 

Trust, Membership, and Democratization in East-Central 
Europe. Political Research Quarterly, December 2004 vol. 57 
no. 4 665-679
3  Howard, Marc (2003). The Weakness of Civil Society in 
Post-Communist Europe. Cambridge University Press, Cam-
bridge, UK.
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capital, urban-Northeast, urban-
Northwest, urban-Southeast, urban-
Southwest, rural-Northeast, rural-
Northwest, rural-Southeast and rural-
Southwest. The sampling frame in 
2010 was the census in Azerbaijan 
and Georgia and electricity records in 
Armenia. The number of primary 
sampling units (PSUs) in each stra-
tum was proportional to the popula-
tion of each stratum. Fifty households 
on average were randomly selected 
in each PSU for an interview. The 
rough number of individual inter-
views per country was 2,001 in Azer-
baijan, 2,089 in Georgia and 1,922 in 
Armenia. The average expected mar-
gin of error varies between settlement 
types [capital, urban non-capital, and 
rural], but none are greater than 5% .4

The article is divided into several sec-
tions. First, we will examine the trust 
level of populations to the three 
branches of power – executive, legis-
lative and judicial. Second, the article 
will analyze the trust level of popula-
tions to some institutions such as om-
budsman, army, banks, health care 
system and local governments. In 
conclusion, the article will focus on 
areas that governments should con-
centrate on in order to strengthen the 
process of democratic transformation. 

4  Caucasus Barometer 2010 Dataset. Caucasus Research 
Resource Center. Retrieved from http://www.crrccenters.org /
caucasusbarometer/ (April 22, 2011)

Executive Branch of Power 

In the former Soviet Union republics 
and in the Caucasus in particular, the 
trust level in presidents and executive 
governments is one of the important 
indicators of legitimacy of power. 
Since all three countries are presiden-
tial republics, a low trust level in the 
executive branch of power would in-
vite some doubt regarding the stabil-
ity of the system. Many coups, gov-
ernment overthrows or so-called rev-
olutions happened because of the low 
level of confidence a population had 
in its president.  The history of Post-
Soviet South Caucasus has several 
examples of such situations. Looking 
at the following graph, we can ob-
serve that the trust levels in presi-
dents in the South Caucasus vary sig-
nificantly.

The share of people who trust the 
president of Azerbaijan (fully trust 
and trust) comprises 84.1%.5  If we 
include those people who are neutral 
it could be said that almost 93% of 
Azerbaijan’s population is either 
trusting or neutral to its president. 
This highly correlates with the results 
of the recent presidential election 
when president Aliyev got 87% of 
the votes with 75.6% voter turnout. It 
also proves many observations and 
theories that trust of institutions leads 
5 The answers for this an all other questions were graded from 
1 (fully distrust) to 5 (fully trust). The author has equalized 
grade 2 to distrust, 3 to neutral and 4 to trust.  
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to higher voter turnout, especially in 
Azerbaijan. No other president in the 

Caucasus except the Azerbaijani one 
enjoys such a high trust level. The 
share of people who trust the Arme-
nian president is around 30.3% while 
the number of people who fully dis-
trust or distrust Serzh Sarkisyan 
reaches 35.5%. Meanwhile, the num-
ber of people who are neutral to the 
president reaches 30%. The Georgian 
president, at the same time, is trusted 
by almost 60% of the population 
while the number of people who mis-
trust him is about 12.5%. Such sharp 
discrepancy in the trust level between 
the countries, especially between Ar-
menia and Azerbaijan, is easily expli-
cable. In Azerbaijan most of the re-

	  

 Trust in President	  

0,00%	  

10,00%	  

20,00%	  

30,00%	  

40,00%	  

50,00%	  

60,00%	  

70,00%	  

Do	  not	  
know/Refuse	  to	  

answer	  

Fully	  distrust	   Distrust	   Neutral	   Trust	   Fully	  Trust	  

Armenia	   Azerbaijan	   Georgia	  

“No other president in the 
Caucasus except the Azerbai-
jani one enjoys such a high 
trust level. The share of people 
who trust the Armenian presi-
dent is around 30.3% while 
the number of people who 
fully distrust  Serzh Sarkisyan 
reaches 35.5%. Meanwhile, 
the number of people who are 
neutral to the president reach-
es 30%.”
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spondents were more likely to feel 
that the policy of the country is going 
in the right direction and that they 
were treated fairly by the govern-
ment. It is worth mentioning that in 
comparison with 2007 and 2008, the 
trust level in the Azerbaijani presi-
dent grew to 82% in 2009. The major 
reason for that is believed to be the 
ability of the Azerbaijani president 
and government to preserve neutrali-
ty and stability during the Russia-
Georgia crisis. In contrast, the con-
tinued worsening economic situation 
in Armenia significantly decreased 
the level of trust in the Armenian 
president to a record minimum. 

A similar picture could be observed 
in the graph explaining the level of 
trust in the executive government. As 
in the previous case, the trust level 

toward the executive government is 
higher in Azerbaijan than in any oth-
er country in the South Caucasus. 

However, in Azerbaijani a significant 
minority of people is neutral to the 
executive government. It is worth 
mentioning that in reality the Azer-
baijani people distinguish between 
the power of the president and execu-
tive government. When the people in 
Azerbaijan are asked about trust in 
the executive government they most-
ly consider the local executive pow-
ers of districts and regions. Thus, de-
spite the high percentage of trust 
(45%) toward executive government, 
some share of the population (22%) 
distrusts them. Although the share of 
people who distrust executive gov-
ernment is much lower than in Arme-
nia, it is still higher than in Georgia
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Legislative Branch of Power

The trust of parliament in Georgia 
and Azerbaijan is pretty high, vary-
ing between 40-42%. As in previous 
cases, the level of distrust in Armenia 
to a second branch of power is com-
paratively high - 47%. At the same 
time around 30% of respondents are 
neutral to activities of the Armenian 
National Assembly.  

As in the previous case, a significant 
minority of people in all three coun-
tries is neutral to the activities of par-
liament while some share of people 
distrusts this institution. It is quite 
understandable to see such a re-
sponse. In most societies, even in 
democratic ones, the legislative 
branch of power is always seen as an 
inactive body and the level of trust in 
this institution in presidential repub-

lics is usually not high. Even in the 
U.S., polls usually show that the sig-
nificant majority of people disap-
prove of the work of the Congress.6 
Although some researchers could 
claim that there is a difference be-
tween trust and approval, in the case 
of the South Caucasus the difference 
is marginal. However, it still does not 
explain why the Armenian parlia-
ment is distrusted more than the par-
liaments in Georgia and Azerbaijan. 
We could explain it with events that 
happened in the Armenian parliament 
in 1999, when armed terrorists killed 
the speaker and vice-speakers of the 
parliament. That shocking event could 
for years undermine the trust in the 
legislative branch of Armenia. It is 
interesting again to mention that vot-
er turnout in Azerbaijan’s parliament 
elections was 50.1%, which reinforc-

6 Real Clear Politics, Retrieved  on April 22, 2011 http://www.
realclearpolitics.com/epolls/other/congressional_job_ap-
proval-903.html
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es our claim that trust is positively 
correlated with voter turnout. 

Judicial Branch of Power

Independence and trust in the judicial 
system is also considered as one of 
the important elements of emerging 
democracies. In that context, Azer-
baijan and Georgia are proceeding on 
the same path. The share of people 
who trust courts is around 26% to 
31%. Meanwhile, the share of people 
who distrust courts in Azerbaijan is 
higher than in Georgia. Around 32% 
of respondents in Azerbaijan distrust 
courts. Such a high share of distrust 
among respondents in Azerbaijan 
could be explained by the fact that 
the Azerbaijani public is slowly get-
ting used to the court system and due 
process procedures. Unfortunately, 
trust of the judicial system cannot be 
built overnight and is a difficult and 

long process involving reforms and 
educating citizens.    

In this context trust in law-enforce-
ment agencies such as the police is 
highly dependent on trust in the judi-
cial system. In the example of Geor-
gia we can see that thanks to reforms 
of the police system, the trust level of 
Georgian citizens to law-enforcement 
agencies is very high: 66.6% of Geor-
gian respondents trust the police 
while 20% are neutral. In Azerbaijan, 
however, the level of trust toward po-
lice is much lower and reaches only 
38%. In Armenian, in turn, the level 
of distrust of police is very high. 
Around 50% of respondents distrust 
Armenian police. Such high levels of 
distrust could be explained by the 
memory of Armenians of the events 
in March 2008 when the police and 
army were shooting demonstrators in 
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the streets. In Azerbaijan, meanwhile, 
the level of distrust toward police is 
moderate but still not insignificant. 
That is why recent anti-corruption re-
forms started by the Azerbaijani pres-
ident began with changes mostly in 
the police and judicial systems. For 
the period since January of 2011, a 
number of police officers and judges 
were relieved from their duties for ir-
regularities in their work. It is be-
lieved that the level of trust in this 
important element of government 
will significantly increase by the end 
of the year. 

Trust to Other Institutions 

Army 

Since the independence of all three 
countries, the army was considered 
important for the countries’ security. 
All three societies have high levels of 

trust in military institutions compared 
to other institutions. However, there 
are certain differences among the 
three countries. Azerbaijan has the 
highest level of trust in the army 
compared to Georgia and Armenia. It 
could be explained by the fact that a 
significant majority of the population 
believes that a solution to the Nago-
rno-Karabakh conflict lies in the 
hands of the army and that only the 
military institution can resolve this 
situation. Meanwhile, significant in-
vestments in the army have built con-
fidence among the public. In contrast, 
in Armenia the trust level is lower 
than in Azerbaijan; that could be 
partly explained by the army’s in-
volvement (especially regiments sta-
tioned in Karabakh) in bloody events 
in Yerevan in the aftermath of presi-
dential elections in 2008. Moreover, 
the high death toll in the Armenian 
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army due to irregularities and de-
dovschina, made this institution less 
trustworthy. Georgian trust of the 
army was rebuilt during the last two 
years since the Russia-Georgian war, 
when the Georgian army was beaten 
by the Russian army and public con-
fidence was shaken. 

Local Governments 

Local government is another institu-
tion that requires building trust. De-
spite the fact that in Azerbaijan the 
share of respondents trusting local 
governments or municipalities is 
around 38%, a significant minority is 
still neutral. It could be explained by 
the fact that this institution is still 
young and undergoing reforms. 

Meanwhile, many dissatisfied people 
tend to see municipalities as incapa-
ble of solving problems. In addition, 
the local governments do not have 
many functions since the major pow-
er rests with the executive branch. 
Thus, we can see that people tend to 
trust the executive power rather than 
local governments since the execu-
tive power could really solve the peo-
ple’s problems.  Thus, voter turnout 
in Azerbaijan for municipal elections 
is very low compared to other elec-
tions. Turnout for the 2009 municipal 
elections comprised 31.8% while in 
previous elections this figure was 
around 45%. In contrast, in Georgia 
the trust in local government is a bit 
higher than in Azerbaijan while still a 
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significant number of people are neu-
tral to local governments. 

Health Care and Education 

Both education and health care sys-
tems in Azerbaijan enjoy a high level 
of trust. In Azerbaijan around 60% of 
respondents trust the education sys-
tem while 55% believe in health care.
In comparison with 2009, the number 
of people who trust the education 
system grew by 7% and those trust-
ing health care rose by 9%.

Ombudsman

The trust level in the ombudsman in 
Azerbaijan is low compared to other 
countries. Thus, only 24% trust this 
institution in Azerbaijan compared to 
34% in Armenia and 39% in Georgia. 
However, the low level of trust in the 
ombudsman does not necessarily 
mean that more people distrust this 

office. In fact the number of respon-
dents distrusting the ombudsman is 
equal in Armenia and in Azerbaijan. 
It is interesting to observe that around 
32% of respondents in Azerbaijan ac-
tually did not know (or refused to an-
swer) about such a position. It shows 
that in Azerbaijan, and to a lesser ex-
tent in Armenia and Georgia, people 
are not aware of this institution or do 
not know about its activities. 

Media 

Media, often considered as a fourth 
branch of power, have high levels of 
trust in Azerbaijan and Georgia. In Ar-
menia in contrast more people distrust 
the media. Meanwhile, a significant 
minority of respondents in all three 
countries - from 33% to 42% - are neu-
tral or undecided toward the media.  
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Banks 

It was mentioned in the literature be-
fore that the trust of people in finan-
cial institutions is one of the main 
factors in economic development. In 
many countries in Europe and the 

U.S. the people’s trust of financial in-
stitutions and especially banks is very 
high. Meanwhile, based on that trust, 
financial institutions have developed 
systems allowing the population to 
gain access to cheap credit and loans. 
Thus, the interest on credit cards in 
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the U.S. could vary from 9% to 12% 
while mortgages of under 6-8% an-
nually, could be available for average 
citizens. In contrast, in Azerbaijan 
and other republics of the Caucasus 
there is still a high level of distrust or 
neutrality toward financial institu-
tions that eventually leads to very ex-
pensive credit and loans. Despite the 
fact that the number of banks and 
amount of banking capitalization in 
Azerbaijan is much higher than in 
Georgia and Armenia, still around 
22% (higher than in Armenia and 
twice as high as in Georgia) of Azer-
baijani respondents distrust banks. 
This fact could be easily explained 
by the negative history of banking 
development in Azerbaijan when 
during the last years of the Soviet 
Union and at the dawn of the coun-
try’s independence many banks went 

bankrupt, and many people lost their 
savings. But the positive fact is that 
the trust in banks for the last couple 
of years is increasing. In 2007 only 
37% of Azerbaijani respondents 
trusted banks while 30% distrusted 
this financial institution.  

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The results of the survey show that 
the situation regarding trust is much 
better in Azerbaijan than in Armenia 
and Georgia. The trust level in the 
major political institutions in the 
country is comparatively high and 
there is not much public disappoint-
ment with government’s policies that 
could lead to massive social or politi-
cal processes. However, it is under-
standable that some political institu-
tions in Azerbaijan are weak and vul-
nerable and a lot of trust-building 
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measures have to be implemented in 
order to change the situation. For ex-
ample, despite the fact that the major-
ity of Azerbaijani public trust is neu-
tral to courts, still when asked about 

the fairness of the court system, ap-
proximately 56% of respondents an-
swered that courts favor some citi-
zens and only 14% believe that courts 
treat all citizens equally (a similar 
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situation is observed in Armenia and 
Georgia). It is very important for 
government to build the people’s 
trust in the courts, elect the right 
judges and set up mechanisms for fir-
ing people involved in irregularities.7 
The same policies could be devel-
oped for law-enforcement agencies 
or the office of ombudsman that has 
the lowest trust level in society. Part 
of the distrust could come from the 
fact that people do not know much 
about the work of the ombudsman. 
Through publications, TV programs 
and other resources, government 
should raise people’s awareness 
about the roles of law-enforcement 
and the ombudsman. Another impor-
tant area for development is local 
governments or municipalities. De-
creasing voter turnout in municipali-
ty elections is an alarming trend indi-
cating that people do not see this im-
portant body of self-governance as 
decisive for solving their problems. 
Part of it comes from the fact that lo-
cal governments do not have enough 
resources or abilities to implement 
policies. Thus, executive govern-
ments should be interested in devel-
oping and strengthening municipali-
ties in order to ease the burden in de-
livering services. 

7 On April 21, 2011 President Aliyev signed a decree to dismiss 
Imishli district judge Gubadali Ali oglu Rzayev from the 
occupied position ahead of the term for repeated violation of 
legislative requirements during consideration of cases. 

The Azerbaijani president and gov-
ernment have very high levels of trust 
that no other country in the Caucasus 
has. This is mostly explained by hav-
ing prudent domestic and foreign 
policies. Such a level of trust is also 
very crucial for stability and sustain-
ability of the political system of the 
country. Thus, today the Azerbaijani 
government has a unique chance to 
deepen reforms in many areas from 
education to local government, and 
the outcome of these reforms could 
strengthen the country’s stability and 
statehood.
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