
185

YEARBOOK OF UNWE (2021), PUBLISHING HOUSE – UNWE 
ISSN (print): 1312-5486; ISSN (online): 2534-8949; http://unwe-yearbook.org/en/

DOI: https://doi.org/10.37075/YB.2021.1.11

INVOLVEMENT AND TRUST IN POLAND AND BULGARIA  
IN COMPARISON WITH OTHER EUROPEAN SOCIETIES

Marek Nowak1, Piotr Jabkowski2, Patryk Borowiak3

e-mail: marek.nowak@amu.edu.pl, e-mail: pjabko@amu.edu.pl, 
e-mail: patryk@amu.edu.pl

Abstract

A developmental analysis of the two waves: 2008 and 2016 ESS Indicators of social 
engagement (we mean here organisational engagement) are treated as a measure of the 
process of social modernisation (Herrmann, 1999, Matei, Apostu, 2012). It is assumed 
here that higher scores of indicators demonstrate the ‘maturity of civil society, the 
quality of the functioning of democracy and the process of its evolution (Boulding, 2010). 
The concept of generalised trust and trust in political institutions have a somewhat 
similar status, and they are treated as indicators of collective capacity and a premise 
for conclusions about the effectiveness of the development processes (Putnam, 1993, 
Sonderskov, 2011). The proposed presentation will focus on the changes we were able 
to register over eight years in Poland and Bulgaria (2008 and 2018) to indicate the 
position of the societies of these post-communist countries in comparison to other 
European countries. The main hypotheses would be to verify the relationship between 
trust indicators and declared involvement in NGO sector organisations as well as basic 
sociodemographic variables in a temporal perspective. The quantitative analysis will 
be preceded by a form of qualitative description and interpretation of the existing state 
of knowledge. ESS data would be used for the analysis, and the basis for inference will 
be the indices of “generalised trust”, “trust in national political institutions”, and 
“involvement in NGO” using regression analysis. 

Key words: generalised trust, trust in national political institutions, organisational 
involvement in NGO 

JEL: O1 

Introduction 

The issues of trust and social activism increased in importance along with 
the recognition of institutional conditions that determine the success of the 
development of individual organisations and entire societies (North, 1984, 
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1992). The now-classic analyses of institutionalists and economic historians 
from the 1980s and 1990s suggested a direct translation of the propensity for 
the unconstrained activity or generalised trust into economic parameters (the 
amount of the so-called transaction costs that determined the effectiveness of 
management). These, in turn, contributed to developmental differences in the 
long run.

Answering questions about why the centres of economic growth shifted – most 
often within Europe and most often from south to north – allowed generalisations 
to be made per analogy. It even justified the profound differences in development 
and living standards by the deregulation of economies and cultural specificity. 
This referred in sociology to Weberian thinking on development attributed to the 
dominant ethic. Analyses of key researchers linked the specificity of social ties, 
writing their evolution into a developmental continuum (distinguishing: bridging, 
and bounding, where the so-called “weak” ties turned out to be more effective 
in building social relations, implementing economic projects than the so-called 
“strong” ties, Putnam 2000). In other words and based on empirical studies, we 
mean here the evolution of value systems, which are more predestined to de-
scribe the transition from materialist to post-materialist values (Inglehart, 2007). 
Trust has become a key element in reflections on subjectivity, understood as the 
ability to transform one’s environment (Sztompka, 1997, 2007). It combined the 
modernising tendencies of most developed societies (and thus systemic relations) 
with an increasingly individualistic perspective on society as itself. 

More detailed research indicated that economic issues were the primary de-
terminant of trust levels. Lack of trust was accompanied by more unsatisfac-
tory performance in terms of meeting needs, more precisely: feelings about the 
level of satisfying needs. As Wroe elaborates in his article: “low trust is driven 
by economic underperformance. This can be theorised and measured as actual, 
objective performance and/or perceptions of performance. While objective per-
formance and perceptions both matter, the research base demonstrates that per-
ceptions of economic performance are generally more important than objective 
performance” (Wroe, 2014, p. 91). In the form of a generalising hypothesis, it 
can be suggested that the realm of pervasive beliefs plays an essential role in the 
phenomenon of trust. Trust is as much a domain of the same action of individuals 
and its outcomes as it is of the cultural interpretative framework.     

It is no coincidence that the modes of thinking and empirical observations 
presented here have remained in convergence with the dominance of neoliberalism 
in politics, which has been observed in Western Europe since the 1980s, and in 
Central and South-Eastern Europe since the 1990s. What has remained after the 
optimistic and, at the same time, the market-oriented perspective of the 1980s 
and 1990s and two decades of the new millennium, is the awareness that the 
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specificity of the historically constructed social order and historically shaped 
social relations may have a significant impact on the direction of societies’ 
evolution. Parameters such as declared trust, declarations of social involvement 
in organisations, or attitudes towards public authorities allow to lay hold of causal 
relations. Moreover, based on polling surveys (conducted cyclically and based 
on similar tools), they allow to capture the turn of social change, understood as 
moving towards modernisation (Matei, Apostu, 2012). What is worth emphasising 
in the convention of the meta-narrative of science is the fact that discussions 
concerning the spheres of non-market activity and social activism remained in a 
way parallel to the developed reflection on the factors of economic development. 
What seems essential, along with the critique of mainstream economism (and 
in terms of “post-autistic economics”, Fullbrook, 2003; Miłaszewicz, 2016), is 
the idea that they became intertwined, associating the ‘lyrical vision’ of civic 
subjectivity, which is always expected and positive (Pluciński, 2006), with 
pursuing economic interests, which is a source of prosperity. 

The condition for an increasingly subjective and at the same time contractual 
society is in particular: 

• trust – that provides support for the operation of institutions; 
• trust in others – that they will fulfil their mutual obligations without engaging 

a ‘Hobbesian Leviathan’. Based on cultural similarity.
Regardless of a certain distance from the ideology of neoliberal marketisation 

of the 1990s, the most contemporary diagnoses show that research data can 
confirm a link between growth drivers and declarative trust and social activism. 
According to the authors, this demonstrates not so much the obviousness of the 
relationship based on an empirically verified trajectory, but rather specific cases 
that either confirm or contradict the general thesis. Still, the potential for a self-
fulfilling prophecy (Stukas, Snyder, 2016) is contained in the thinking presented. 
If one were to treat post-communist Europe as a case study, those mentioned 
above ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ would not radically translate into a levelling off 
of economic development (as measured by the level of wealth of societies) and 
an associated radical increase in trust. However, a significant economic growth 
was noticeable in the rise in living standards measured by the growth of the gross 
domestic product in purchasing power units (GDP by PPS) and when we observe 
the dynamics of GDP growth in comparison with European societies.
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Source: Eurostat (2021) and own elaboration

Figure 1: GDP by PPS, years 2008 (1) – 2016 (12)

This makes possible, at least to some extent, to come close to verifying the 
hypothesis on factors that were considered as the attribute of influencing social 
change or as an explanatory variable at the level of analysis of development 
factors. At the same time, it should be noted that trust is one of such phenomena 
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which, when systematically examined, still clearly differentiates European 
societies. Central and South-Eastern Europe are characterised by a differentiated 
and somewhat lower level of trust interpreted in macro-social (systemic, Eurostat 
data presented below) terms. This is particularly visible concerning Central 
European countries and assessments of confidence in the legal system (Poland, 
Czechia, Slovakia). We can also observe low trust in the political system. This 
is otherwise a quite common regularity in Europe (as suggested by the average 
value). Even lower indices concern selected countries of South-Eastern Europe: 
Bulgaria, Slovenia; simultaneously, a higher index can be observed in Romania. 
Significantly, higher indicators concern trust in others (relations of the interactive 
type or generalised trust); here, the post-communist societies are characterised by 
indicators closer to the EU28 average. 
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Source: Eurostat (2013) and own elaboration

Figure 2: Average rating of trust by domain, sex, age and educational attainment level

We will treat the Eurostat data referred to above as part of a diagnostic framework 
and a tool for sketching the context. Against their background, data on trust concerning 
engagement will therefore be interpreted based on the European Social Survey. 

Conceptualising trust and activism, the state of the art  
of research and clarifying the aims of the analysis

Piotr Sztompka defines trust as “a bet made on people’s uncertain, future 
action” (Sztompka, 2006, p. 69). What is interesting in the proposed definition 
is the word “bet” implying the image of a strategic game and reduction of trust 
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to relations of dual character: (i) an interactive character – the triad model – of 
cooperating subjects and society, or (ii) a neo-functional character – the dyad 
model – of the relationship between the subject and the society as a whole. This 
brings the understanding of trust closer to the two dimensions that the same 
author formulated in an earlier publication. And these were: “basic trustfulness” 
and culturally generated trust (Sztompka, 1997, p. 8). The former extends the 
individual trust attitude to a broader category of people (the abovementioned 
triad). At the same time, the latter is closer to the concept of trust, referring 
to cultural sociology, which is present, e.g. in the Chicago School. In the 
understanding adopted by the authors, the meaning of the notion is broadened 
to include systemic and, to some extent depersonalised, relations. Trust, based 
on theoretical assumptions adopted in the article, is the following: occurring in 
the collective life of a given community, widespread beliefs concerning the 
possibility of effective realisation of goals.

At the operational level, it is assumed that the notion of trust is related to the 
declared sense of empowerment (measured on a scale), regardless of the sphere 
of activity concerned: cooperative relations, the sphere of politics and power, or 
security. The proposed understanding of trust can be described as “institutional” 
(Rothstein, Stolle, 2008), in the sense of a specific normative framework within 
which individual subjectivity is realised. It is only partly attributed – after Piotr 
Sztompka – to the turn towards culturalism (Sztompka, 2006, pp. 42-45). In part, 
it is treated – after Giddens, Tilly (Tilly, 2005), or Habermas – as an aspect of 
the concept of action, which is a derivative of the form of communication and 
the social conditions in which action takes place. The conceptualized viewpoint 
constitutes a change in the way of thinking about action, the course of which is 
no longer dictated solely by the rational or subjectively rational expectation of 
results by the acting subject. It is an aspect of the collective culture and a con-
sequence of the context of social cooperation. A feature of this culture is that it 
plays the role of a “toolbox” for resilience in the face of exogenous influences 
(Swidler, 1986), such as systemic transformation, the crisis of 2008, the increase 
in inequality, or the current pandemic. Still, it is also a tool for the innovative 
adaptation of individuals. 

What seems central to the concept of trust are four assumptions: 
1. The assumption that culture is relatively persistent and is, therefore, an as-

pect of social continuity and a frame within which change occurs. 
2. The assumption that trust is a mirror image of the simultaneously diagnosed 

systemic growing complexity and the chaotic world (cf. Beck’s classic concept 
from the 1980s, Beck, 1992). As the author himself puts it: “Trust becomes an 
indispensable strategy of dealing with the untransparency of the social environ-
ment” (Sztompka, 2006, p. 48). 
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3. The assumption that subjective actions in terms of the Habermasian ‘life-
world’ (Gerard, 1991) remain related to the level of trust in others and the system 
(culture of trust); 

4. The assumption of the differentiation of types of trust and, in practice, the 
differentiation of the spheres to which trust applies matter. These trust types have 
a more or less competitive character (Uslaner, Brown, 2003). 

The fourth assumption suggests that the article adopts the conditional model 
of trust, assuming: “there is no necessary incompatibility between particular and 
general social trust, and that the two may be positively associated in some cases, 
but not necessarily in most or all cases” (Newton, Zmerli, 2011, p. 175), which 
implies reinforcing aspects of cultural and situational specificity in the inference. 
Thus, the concept of trust fills, in a specific cultural-situational way, a gap in the 
model of social action (from individual needs, through action, to the satisfaction 
of needs). It connects human values and interests with the concept of functioning 
under increasing uncertainty. It is, within certain conditions, a “lubricant” or a 
catalyst for action both in the political sphere and in the economic sphere, be-
cause it is necessary to believe that individual effort, which turns out to be action-
oriented towards others (when it ceases to be only a declaration), will achieve its 
goals. As Sztompka suggests the “culture of trust” “liberates and mobilises hu-
man agency: releases creative, uninhibited, innovative, entrepreneurial activism” 
(Sztompka, 1997). It is simultaneously a solution, towards a synthesis, to the the-
oretical dilemma of sociology, which can be reduced to the antinomy inherent in 
modernity: the “individualisation” or privatisation of risk, whose proper interpre-
tative context and the causal source is the system level. It often concerns global 
conditions over which the individual has limited influence. Such an individual, 
based on socially acquired (reflexive) or cultural trust, is capable of cooperation 
and self-organisation, with a chance to maintain/recover a sense of agency. 

From this point of view, the concept of social involvement or, in other words: 
“civic activism” is linked to the concept of trust. However, it is much more chal-
lenging to find an adequate or “canonical” conceptual platform here. Here, issues 
of the definition “depend on the perspective and interests of the definer” (Adler, 
Goggin, 2005, p. 238). The strong normativisation of the concept of engaging 
does not ease conceptualisation. However, it can be assumed that the key axis 
differentiating civic activism will be the distinction: informal/private or formal/
public (Adler, Goggin, 2005, p. 240), thus the mediation or lack of mediation of 
legitimate organisations. In each case, however, we are aware that this distinction 
is formal and does not consider a much broader group of activities, at the centre 
of which are questions of who is active and in which area, which means that we 
are dealing with a ‘continuum of activism’ rather than unconnected acts of in-
volvement. There is also a lack of awareness of the diverse nature of activism and 
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that ‘activists’ may divide their time between very different, parallel, more or less 
formal activities. The declaration of involvement in an organisation can therefore 
have a deeper indicative meaning.

While remaining aware of these conditions, we use a more neutral term (refer-
ring to the closer questions asked in the ESS editions) of civic involvement, meaning 
involvement in institutionalised forms of activity. At the operationalisation level, we 
will understand civic involvement as the declared undertaking of activity within 
organisations based on voluntary motivations, oriented towards the collective 
context of society. Both concepts of trust and social involvement are conceptually 
related. This relationship concerns both the impact of trust on declared involvement 
and social activism on the level of trust in society. Empirically verified observations 
may be easily interpreted based on individual and collective behaviours, taking the 
abovementioned understanding of Piotr Sztompka and his image of trust as a specific 
“social lubricant” as a basis. The question arises of how this ‘lubricant’ is produced 
and what determines its effectiveness and dissemination? Theoretical support for the 
formulation of similar questions is contained in the concept of social imponderables 
by the same author in the context of cultural trauma (Sztompka, 2004). In any case, 
the concept of trust is treated as one of the main elements of social cohesion. The 
conclusions from the research literature are not unequivocal, and it is worth pointing 
to the levels of criticism of direct linking of trust with involvement.

In line with the observed trends towards the rising levels of inequality and 
middle-class crisis:

• The level of trust can turn a downward trend (Putnam’s thesis in Bowling 
alone, Putnam, 2000). Modernisation is therefore not a sufficient condition 
for an increase in the level of trust.

• Similarly, the proliferation of club-type organisations – based on market 
relations “may not forge enough common ground with others to generate 
trust at all” (Uslaner, Brown 2003, p. 5).

• The assumption of a direct link between ‘engaging’ and trust indicators is 
also inconvenient; the link is not straightforward (Uslaner, Brown, 2003, 
p. 6) or rejected outright (Petts, 2008). As Ingen and Bekkers elaborate: 
“be sure, we do not mean to say that civic engagement is unimportant; it 
means that we should start thinking about the relationship between trust 
and participation in a different way” (Ingen, Bekkers, 2015, p. 290). The 
relationship between specific types of trust from the perspective of the 
“recipient” of trust is a separate issue.

• One can see here a tendency to separate trust concerning different spheres of 
social functioning (e.g. confidence in political institutions or generalised trust), 
as illustrated by the Eurostat data on post-communist Europe quoted above.

It can be summarised that we know much more about how trust positively affects 
specific spheres of life; we know that people actively participating are more likely to 
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be characterised by trust, but biographical or situational circumstances may influence 
this attitude. Much less is known about how to control the growth of trust on the level 
of society, apart from perhaps the widespread belief that we need to, for example, 
strengthen the non-governmental sector (Putnam, 2000; van Ingen, Bekkers, 2015). 
Van Ingen and Bekkers suggest that in terms of trust studies, “many issues remain 
unresolved in this line of research. One of those issues is that the causality of the 
relationship between trust and civic engagement has not been examined thoroughly” 
(van Ingen, Bekkers, 2015, p. 278). A similar comment can be made towards the 
relationship leading to civic engagement towards trust. Interpretations based on the 
logic of “path dependency” – that similar institutional-organisational conditions will 
lead to similar states of affairs – turn out to be insufficient (Stark, 1992). Especially 
while talking about low levels of trust, answers to questions about the rationale for 
increased confidence appear less noticeable. They require a deeper reflection, if only 
because “this raises the question of whether the experiences in voluntary associations 
are salient enough to change people’s mental dispositions, which could be one of 
the reasons why spill-over effects are not often found” (van Ingen, Bekkers, 2015, 
p. 280). So, to what extent is civic participation, for example, a central issue in the 
social life of a particular society, involved in answering the question about the univer-
sality of involvement? The analysis needs to consider questions of the organisational 
origins and prevalence of cooperative traditions (Putnam, 1993). Whereby questions: 
what the trust is and who we trust require a reflection on the cultural and historical 
context of getting involved, and should take into account limitations of comparative 
analyses. What is, therefore, essential for us is to identify the correlation between trust 
and social involvement against the background of different conditions, in a temporal 
and situational perspective, which should also be understood as the influence of cur-
rent politics or, e.g. natural events (including, e.g. pandemics).

Source: Own elaboration

Figure 3: Schematic illustration of inference on trust and involvement  
in working for an organisation
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Elements of the Bulgarian and Polish case studies may be instructive, mainly 
due to differences in the perception of the systemic transformation process (Turk, 
2014) and similar external influences affecting central and south eastern European 
societies (Podkaminer, 2013, Kipas, 2020). On the one hand, the research questions 
concern a comparative diagnosis of levels of trust and social involvement in the 
case of both societies. On the other hand, investigating the correlates of synthetic 
indicators of trust and activism in terms of sociodemographic variables at two 
points in time allows us to answer detailed hypotheses about the correlates of 
trust and the characteristics of those who ‘engage’.

The 2008 crisis. Not the only context for social change  
in Bulgaria and Poland

The picture that emerges from interpreting Eurostat’s public data using the 
GDP by PPS indicator reveals that over 10-15 years a significant increase in 
the quality of life has been recorded in almost all societies in the “new Union”. 
On the other hand, some symptoms of stagnation could be registered in relation 
to the most developed European economies and societies (cf. chart on GDP 
by PPS for EURO Area, above). Bulgaria and Poland do not stand out against 
this background (except perhaps as a starting point, indicating a slightly lower 
standard of living in Bulgaria in 2008). 

It is worth emphasising that the time analysed covers the time following the 
last great crisis in the world economy, symbolically linked to the collapse of 
the big investment banks, which undermined the post-war order initiated by the 
Bretton Woods Conference (1944). The fall of the Iron Curtain in central and 
south-eastern Europe (1989 – 1991) probably did not play a significant role in 
dynamizing the global evolution of societies. From a European perspective, it 
became the basis for the inclusion of previously peripheral areas into the system 
of socio-economic interdependence. The European integration process was 
enhanced by the accession of first Poland (2004) and then Bulgaria (2007) to 
the EU structures. In a sense, therefore, the histories of both societies constitute 
case studies of modernisation in post-crisis conditions, observed not from the 
perspective of participants in the global game (the centre of the world system), 
but of societies that have relatively recently become more autonomously part of 
the emerging global division of labour.

Both countries underwent simultaneously: 
1. processes of implementation of European Union law (which often meant 

changing the rules of the game); 
2. changes towards subsidiarisation and rescaling (which increased regional 

inequalities, Kazepov, 2008);
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3. the democratisation of social relations (which has strengthened the 
importance of minority groups with an initially marginal status).

Therefore, it is no coincidence that the mentioned phenomena, more than in 
other European societies, can be described in terms of mass ‘learning’ or imitation 
(Ziółkowski, 1999; Krastev, Holms, 2018). This suggests reactivity and symptoms 
of (new) identity formation in a clash between the internal and universal. Perfect 
examples are, e.g. EU environmental policies, equality policies, or the aid-
supported development of the non-governmental sector (NGO, Chimiak, 2016; 
Domiter, Marciszewska, 2018) etc. 

It can be assumed as a hypothesis that the exogeneity of the dominant influences 
mentioned above affected the basic indicators of the condition of societies, also 
from the point of view of an organisation and social self-organisation. On the 
other hand, the internal factors of social dynamism were eroded. In Poland, in the 
first decade of the new millennium, this meant, for example, a progressing crisis 
of self-organisation related to trade unions, or more broadly, a crisis of the party 
system. To some extent, it also meant a shift, typical of the second decade of the 
new millennium and more specific for the region, of the central axis of divisions: 
from historical divisions (based, for example, on the attitude to communism), 
class divisions (according to the division into the right and the left), or ethnic 
divisions, to the issue of the attitude to exogamous changes. This phenomenon, 
as we know, also has a universal character; although, at the same time, it is 
conceptualised differently, with a particular awareness of differentiation (Hutter, 
Kriesi, 2019). The Bulgarian case differs particularly from the Polish one in a 
certain diachronicity in terms of the process of marketisation, which was less 
dynamic in the first period of transition in the early 1990s and was associated 
with at least two deep crises triggering massive forms of contestation, the first 
ten years before depression in 2008 (in 1997) and the second two years after the 
explosion of social movements elsewhere (2013). Similar dynamics are difficult 
to find in the case of Poland. 

The second decade of the new millennium:  
dynamics in Bulgaria and Poland

Analysing the literature of the topic, the beginning of the second decade of 
the new millennium is quite unambiguously associated with the emergence and 
development of the Occupy Movement in the countries of southern and western 
Europe (Lubin, 2012). In central and south-eastern Europe, however, it is difficult 
to find clear analogies with the events following a causal relationship with the 
global crisis of 2008. There is much to suggest that acts of disobedience in this part 
of Europe are sometimes placed in an ‘Occupy context’ (Hallberg, Ossewaarde, 
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2016) due to an affinity rooted in temporal coincidence or the spread of a so-called 
“protest culture” during a similar period. Paradoxically, in terms of economics, 
these relations to the external environment (global crisis) have not worked to a 
similar degree. In the case of Poland, the same crisis that triggered the Occupy 
Movement “on the west” turned out to be more of an opportunity than a threat. 
This particularity of Central and Eastern (CEE) and South Eastern European 
(SEE) countries could be a direct consequence of regional specificity or a kind 
of rent or handicap resulting from “underdevelopment”. From the perspective of 
2008 – 2016, this thesis can be defended by analysing, for example, the attitude 
of various forms of social self-organisation to democracy, neoliberalism or 
directly to the market economy, which maintains a decidedly less critical attitude. 
Forms of civic activity tend to emphasise collective and individual subjectivity, 
transparency of the public sphere and the quality of public authority management 
which can be simplistically described as Europeanisation. These phenomena 
did not take only an affirmative form, but were always perceived in terms of 
causality. The literature contains both references to populist and nativist political 
movements, which have historical origins in the dynamics of growing social 
inequalities accompanying privatisation and globalisation (Lindner, Novokmet, 
Piketty, Zawisza, 2020; Kipas, 2020).

The case of Bulgaria

The starting point of the history of Bulgaria’s contemporary social dynamics 
seems to be 1997, which made its mark in Bulgarian history as a time of great 
economic and social collapse. In just a few months, more than a dozen banks 
went bankrupt, and inflation turned into hyperinflation at 300% (Toteva, 2019). 
In a way, it was a harbinger of the crisis that followed 10 years later on a global 
level. Waves of protests swept through the country – roads, streets and entire cities 
were blocked, workers walked away from their jobs – chaos and nationwide grief 
ensued. In the post-millennium period, that is seven years before the Republic of 
Bulgaria joined the European Union, gradual economic growth began, and by the 
end of 2000 it was the highest in ten years. The country was waking up after the 
crisis of 1997 and the so-called January events, and more and more new enterprises 
and investments in infrastructure began to appear, which created new jobs. This 
period is also associated with the emergence of the non-governmental sector. The 
lack of practice in this field, as well as the lack of relevant sources and literature, 
plus the complicated process of registering NGOs meant that organizations were 
established rather slowly and interest in their statutory objectives was negligible 
(Pozharevska, 2005). Based on a survey carried out at the end of 2001, the NGO 
sector surveyed 259 organizations, the vast majority of which had tasks related 
to education and information in their statutory objectives. At the end of 2017, 
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it was said that there were 785 actively operating organizations in Bulgaria, of 
which also the majority are related to the educational sphere (Stoychev, Zahariev, 
Yordanov, Markova, Dimitrova, 2017).

After the 1997 demonstrations, the next significant wave of protests were the 
events of 2013, which also triggered a broad socio-political crisis in the country. 
The immediate cause of the mass protests was significant price increases in 
electricity and gas fee (in most Bulgarian households most appliances, including 
heating, are powered by electricity). As a result of the demonstrations, the then 
incumbent government of Boyko Borisov quickly resigned. The dynamics of 
the events suggested a low level of trust towards political institutions; on the 
other hand, there was a clear increase in public involvement, especially of 
representatives of younger generations (Dabrowski, 2013), and protests were also 
visible on social media. It is estimated that up to one hundred thousand people 
took part in demonstrations. The causes of the crisis are attributed to the socio-
economic model of the time, the influence of the oligarchs on its functioning, the 
increase in the cost of living (electricity and gas bills), the visible problem with 
corruption, the impoverishment of society (about 22% of the population lived 
below the poverty line), and social inequalities visible to the naked eye. 

When it comes to the organizational dimension of social self-organization, at 
the end of the second decade of the 21st century, it is still believed that NGOs in 
Bulgaria are the least recognized and known in general, organizations among all 
national institutions. A survey conducted by the capital’s Open Society Institute 
in 2018 showed that 32.5% of respondents do not have an opinion about NGOs, 
16.6% believe that NGOs do not fulfil their statutory goals, and about 30% of 
respondents do not trust them. 20% of respondents trust them, 3.5% of which 
trust them completely (Stoychev, Zahariev, Belcheva, Braynova, 2018).

There is a clear disproportion between grass-roots initiatives and pro-social 
education, which stimulates local action and activates the community. There is 
more and more talk of various foundations or associations which operate, for 
example, for charitable or environmental purposes, but many of them are well-
known international organizations with national branches. As it seems, the Polish 
example brings with it a significant qualitative difference.

The Polish case 

In Poland, the beginning of the new millennium is sometimes referred to as 
“social un-movement” (Nowak, Nowosielski, 2006), i.e. an apparent weakening 
of the grassroots dynamics of civic activity and the dynamics of political 
manifestations, which is also connected, quite paradoxically, with the worsening 
economic situation and rising unemployment. In the period preceding Poland’s 
accession to the EU, unemployment exceeded 20% (the rate for young people 
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was even higher), and the so-called old social movements, including trade unions, 
were weakening. The social dynamics of Poland and Bulgaria were therefore 
significantly different, and the social upheaval that occurred in Bulgaria in 1997 
had no parallel in the recent history of the Polish society. However, the differences 
appear to be deeper and go back to the specifics of systemic transformation 
models and the effectiveness of marketization strategies. As paradoxical as it may 
sound, the radical model of transformation implied a much lower level of social 
tension thereafter. One can also write about a certain level of stabilisation, which 
also included the already mentioned elements of social un-movement.

Indicators of a change in the trend in Poland became apparent towards the end 
of the first decade of the 21st century (2007 – 2008), when symptoms of revival 
appeared in the form of a growing sector of so-called urban movements, using the 
legal form of associations4. 

They were distinguished by their protest potential (ability to self-organise in 
public space) and public visibility based on the Internet and growing social media. 
This was reflected in the evolution of the sphere of non-party politics at the level 
of big cities. In opposition to classical class conflict, these were primarily forms 
of dissatisfaction of the emerging middle class, drawing on previous experiences 
of civic protest inherited from the beginning of the 90s of the XX century 
(Pluciński, Nowak, 2017). Thus this was not a movement in direct response to the 
economic crisis and increasing unemployment, but rather a movement that can be 
seen as a response to the phenomenon of anomie (restriction of opportunities to 
express values and interests) that affected the middle segments of the urban social 
structure. The dominant motive of this movement was opposition to the growing 
investment activity of external actors and protests against the pro-investment and 
unsustainable policy of local authorities in the largest cities (Mergler, Pobłocki, 
Wudarski, 2013). These policies affected the interests of established, ‘new’ 
residents, which evokes the classic NIMBY syndrome (protests based on the 
slogan: Not in My Back Yard). They contested the pro-market and managerial 
model of community management. The movement, born in Poznań in 2008 
as a protest against the city’s spatial planning policy, can be mentioned as an 
example. At the declarative level and the level of social movement practice 
(election slogans in local government elections), reference was made to the 
ideology of Europeanisation. The neoliberal vision of systemic transformation 
was not questioned. These slogans were an expression of the expectation of 
the subjectivity of citizens or the will to revitalise cities as subjects rather than 
objects of politics. It avoided formulating demands for radical change, e.g. in 
the sphere of redistribution, protection of residents or recognition of minorities. 

4  Cały sektor organizacji o podobnym pozarządowy w Polsce to 101 tys. organizacji (2018). 
Z czego tzw. ruchy miejskie stanowiły baz wątpienia mniejszość.
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The understanding of the slogan “right to the city” (crucial for the articulation 
of the movement at the global level, Lefebvre 1996) was far from its folk or 
proletarian origins, which can be attributed to the cultural specificity of the 
activists themselves (Nowak, 2020). One can write about a specific selectivity 
of postulates, inscribed in the mentality of the metropolitan ‘new middle class’, 
looking for analogies with phenomena observed in the 1980s and 1990s in 
Canada (Ley, 1994) and other countries of the developed West. This led to a 
discussion about the movement’s identity and the tendency for the middle-class 
appropriation of protest (Pluciński, 2020). However, this did not prevent the 
ideology of a similarly interpreted “right to the city” from becoming the seed of 
nationwide self-organisation (2010-) and the emergence of a functioning umbrella 
organization (Congress of Urban Movements). It organized annual congresses 
and carried out ongoing support activities for urban associative organisations 
in Poland (Jacobsson, 2015; Vargas-Tetmajer, 2016; Domaradzka, Wijkstrom, 
2016). The organization thus evolved from a local NIMBY syndrome towards 
a form of umbrella cooperation, became part of the communication civil society 
infrastructure and a tool for political pressure.

A certain weakening of the importance and dynamics of urban movements 
occurred in the second half of the second decade of the new millennium (2015-). 
After eight years of government by the Liberals and the Peasant Party (Civic 
Platform, Polish Peasants’ Party), the United Right came to power after the 
elections with its distinctly conservative, Christian and centralist vision of 
governance. Subsequent steps of the new government were met with growing 
protests from circles of the metropolitan intelligentsia, sympathetic to the liberal 
opposition, and the women’s movement, the emergence of which was connected 
to the protest against changes in abortion law (from 2016). These protests were 
limited in scope and coordinated by the Committee for the Defence of Democracy 
at the first stage. During cyclical demonstrations, they brought together 
established professionals (usually elderly), supported by urban regimes linked 
to parties that had lost power. This changed when feminist movements joined 
the contestation (Kubisa, Wojnicka, 2018). On 3 October 2016, assemblies took 
place in 147 Polish cities under ‘Black Monday/National Women’s Strike’. The 
age of the protesters became pluralised, and the protests entered a mass phase, 
which exacerbated the marginalisation of other forms of social engagement at the 
community level.

In a sense, at this first stage of the articulation of protests, civic empowerment, 
and indirectly also trust, was again transferred from local communities to national 
ones. Along with demands to abandon judicial and social policy reforms (a 
significant extension of family benefits) and to maintain the consensus from the 
1990s on abortion law, it became part of a national conflict rooted in the tension 
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between the Christian and conservative (or if one prefers populist) and liberal-
peasant visions of development. Its dynamics remained constant and dominated 
public discourse until the date of preparation of this text.

A significant proportion of urban activists (which is related to the elitist nature 
of participation, typical of Polish society, Nowak, 2020) became involved in the 
political-party protest, contributing to the marginalisation of local issues. At the 
next stage, the problems of minority groups (including the discussion on the legal 
status of LGBT+ communities) and forms of contestation of subsequent govern-
ment policies gained importance. 

In the case of Bulgaria, the turn of social dynamics seems to be the opposite 
(from a national to a local perspective). The evolutionary dynamics of economies 
are also clearly different, which seems relevant to the concept of trust. On the ba-
sis of the proposed interpretative framework, we turn to the analysis of data from 
the European Social Survey.

The impact of generalised trust and trust in political institutions  
on the participation index in Bulgaria and Poland through the prism  
of the European Social Survey (2008 vs 2018)

Our empirical analyses use Bulgarian and Polish data from the European 
Social Survey (ESS, rounds 4 and 9), a well-regarded cross-national comparative 
survey conducted biennially since 2002. The ESS puts a strong emphasis on the 
standardisation of sampling and fieldwork procedures in a way that would enable 
cross-national comparisons of results (Fitzgerald and Jowell, 2010). Interviews 
are conducted face-to-face by trained interviewers, with individuals 15 years 
and older living in private households within country borders, irrespective of 
nationality, citizenship, language, or legal status (Lynn et al., 2007).

Dependent variable (index of participation)

The European Social Survey measures political participation by asking re-
spondents several questions indicating undertaking by their different activities. 
The questions are as follows: “There are different ways of trying to improve 
things in [a country] or help prevent things from going wrong. During the last 12 
months, have you done any of the following? Have you: 

a) contacted a politician, government or local government official;
b) contacted politician or government official in the last 12 months;
c) worked in political party or action group in the last 12 months;
d) worked in another organization or association in the last 12 months;
e) worn or displayed campaign badge/sticker in the last 12 months;
f) signed petition in the last 12 months;
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g) taken part in lawful public demonstration in the last 12 months;
h) boycotted certain products in the last 12 months”.
We have constructed an index of participation by counting how many activities 

were undertaken by each respondent.

Covariates and factors

Two of the main independent variables in our empirical model measure trust. 
Firstly, we included an index of generalized trust (social trust) as an average of 
three items, asking respondents to agree with the following statements using the 
scale range from 0 to 10: 

1. Either most people can be trusted, or you cannot be too careful in dealing 
with people (where 10 meant “Most people can be trusted”); 

2. Either most people try to take advantage of you, or they try to be fair (where 
10 meant “Most people try to be fair”); 

3. Most of the time people are either helpful or are mainly looking out for 
themselves (where 10 meant “People mostly try to be helpful”).

We also included the index of trust in political institutions as a mean value of 
items asking respondents whether they trust in the following institutions: coun-
try’s parliament, the legal system, the police, politicians, and political parties 
(scale format range from 0 – No trust at all, to 10 – Completely trust).

We based our scheme on essential sociodemographic characteristics: gen-
der, age, education level and domicile. Gender is coded as 0 (women) and 
1 (men), while the exact age is calculated based on the differences between 
the survey period and the year of births. Education was measured in the ESS 
using the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) catego-
ries and recoded into four levels: less than lower secondary – ISCED 0-1; 
lower-secondary education completed – ISCED 2; upper-secondary educa-
tion completed – ISCED 3; post-secondary non-tertiary education completed, 
and tertiary education completed – ISCED 4-6 (a reference category). We 
also included a domicile description by indicating three different types, i.e., 
country village, small town, and large town or outskirt of a big city (reference 
category).

Results

Table 1 presents the impact of generalised trust, trust in political institutions, 
and sociodemographic variables on the participation index in Bulgaria and 
Poland. The analysis is based on linear regression (predicting the values of the 
participation index), conducted separately for Bulgarian and Polish datasets. 
We used all the covariates and factors as independent variables. We included 
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the technical variable (ESS round) to control the effect of time on the index of 
participation in both countries.

Table 1: Impact of generalised trust and trust in political institutions  
on the participation index in Bulgaria and Poland – ESS rounds 4 and 9

Covariates and control 
factors

Bulgaria Poland

B SE t-test p-value B SE t-test p-value

Intercept .369 .048 7.77 .000 .549 .085 6.49 .000

ESS round 9/2018 -.109 .023 -4.75 .000 .169 .037 4.57 .000

ESS round 4/2008 ref. ref.

Gender (Male = 1) .111 .023 4.94 .000 .142 .036 4.01 .000

Age of respondent .000 .001 -.68 .497 .001 .001 .58 .563

Education level  
(ISCED 0-1)

-.384 .052 -7.36 .000 -.697 .141 -4.96 .000

Education level  
(ISCED 2)

-.340 .036 -9.39 .000 -.664 .049 -13.52 .000

Education level  
(ISCED 3)

-.225 .030 -7.52 .000 -.466 .045 -10.31 .000

Education level 
(ISCED 4-6)

ref. ref.

Domicile  
(Country village)

-.050 .028 -1.77 .078 -.094 .046 -2.07 .038

Domicile  
(Small town)

.017 .029 .60 .551 -.058 .046 -1.26 .207

Domicile  
(Large town or outskirt)

ref. ref.

Generalised trust .021 .006 3.62 .000 .018 .010 1.80 .072

Trust in political institutions .015 .006 2.68 .007 .028 .010 2.75 .006

Note: Sample sizes: BG_2008 (N=2,230), BG_2018 (N=2,198), PL_2008 (N=1,619), 
PL_2018 (N=1,500). 
Source: Own analysis based on ESS data.

As can be seen in the table, both generalised trust (trust in others) and trust 
in political institutions are significant (at p-level equal to 0.1) predictors of the 
participation index in Bulgaria and Poland. The impact of both covariates is 
positive, which means that the more the respondents trust others and trust in 
political institutions, the more active they are in the public sphere. One can also 
note that the impact of sociodemographic variables on the participation index is 
very similar in both countries. Male respondents  are  significantly more active, 
while those less educated (compared to respondents with the highest level of 
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education) and people living in the country (compared to those living in big towns 
or at the outskirts of large cities) are less willing to participate. The significant 
differences between Bulgaria and Poland concern the effect of time. While in 
the case of Bulgaria, a substantial reduction in participation can be noticed over 
the decade 2008 – 2018, there was a significant increase in participation over the 
same period in Poland.

Summary

In conclusion, the proposed perspective verified the relationship between trust 
indicators and declared involvement in NGO sector organisations and essential 
sociodemographic variables in a temporal perspective. ESS data was used for 
the analysis. Operationally, the basis for inference was the indices of “gener-
alised trust”, “trust in national political institutions”, and “civic involvement” 
using Multilevel Regression Analysis. The analysis allowed, on the ground of 
the ESS, to verify the current state of research once again. On the other hand, it 
allowed, at the level of interpretation of the temporal context, to answer questions 
concerning the relation of a specific type of developmental processes (systemic 
transformation and global crisis) to the mentioned relations, assuming that cul-
tural factors may be of particular importance. The interpretative background was 
based almost entirely on the research from the 1990s and the first decade of the 
new millennium, which indicates that we are dealing with an issue no longer 
at the centre of social science, but this does not mean that we know everything 
about trust. What we do not know concerns the specificity of the social context 
of which the trust is a ‘product’. In the case studied, the specificity of the social 
process was clearly related to a particular variant of the process of social mod-
ernization, concerning post-communist Europe. Elements of these changes were 
clearly exogamous in character, which influenced the level of trust. The relative 
longevity of the level of generalized trust in time suggests its association with the 
cultural conditions of individual societies (which in turn remain an element of 
persistence rather than change), which of course does not mean that the level of 
trust is unchangeable. 

The secondary analysis of data suggests clear similarities in the correlates of 
trust in Bulgaria and Poland. Social engagement is more often associated with 
higher levels of trust, the mediating variable here being level of education, albeit 
one should be cautious in this respect. Although the involvement scheme implies 
a certain level of social capital (the term is sometimes used in connection with 
trust), pro-social activity itself, e.g. at the local level and in towns, may take place 
without the mediation of organizations, or e.g. through confessional institutions 
(not included in the NGO sector). This makes it more research elusive. What 
seems to be the key interpretation of the presented analysis results concerns the 
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specificity of forms of social self-organization in both countries. We are inclined 
to attribute the chronological increase in the level of trust in the case of Poland 
(and the lack of such increase in the example of Bulgaria) to the internal dy-
namics of the development of forms of self-organization. Thus, the evolution 
of self-organization forms of the middle segments of the social structure in big 
cities was an indicator of change. At the same time, the very phenomenon of this 
form of self-organization was rather a signal of deeper processes that take place 
at the level of the so-called social imponderables. They are therefore an element 
of the cultural perspective. At their center is the formation of a recognized area of 
involvement, independent from current social and political processes. Of course, 
this observation sounds trivial on the grounds of Sztompka’s position. One could 
suggest though that on the basis of this concept – and in the case of Poland – It is 
confirmed. The Bulgarian example challenges the thinking of increased levels of 
trust in terms of increased activity. It suggests that when analyzing the relation-
ship between community involvement and trust more attention should be paid 
to the local context and the probably less formal nature of involvement.  Protest 
and activism, which is in line with obvious intuition, does not necessarily mean 
an increase in trust. It may mean quite the opposite. The phenomena of delegiti-
mization of the political system clearly occurring after 2015 in Poland and 2013 
in Bulgaria may affect the level of trust and its correlates. As a result, the rise of 
generalized trust, trust in institutions and the question of involvement in organiza-
tions (recorded in social surveys, including the ESS) may have collided with the 
tendency to delegitimize public authorities and to indirectly delegitimize political 
parties in a democratic system based on representation. However, similar conclu-
sions are the domain of subsequent analyses and questions. For example, those 
concerning the relationship between dynamic phenomena occurring at the level 
of legitimization of power and, to some extent, the autonomizing civic sphere.
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