The Trust Deficit in Elected Officials — Promises Unkept,
Truths Undelivered: The Erosion of Political Integrity

I. Executive Summary

The United Kingdom is experiencing a profound and escalating trust deficit in its
elected officials, a phenomenon that poses a significant threat to the legitimacy and
stability of its democratic system. This report synthesises extensive statistical
evidence and public perceptions to demonstrate a consistent and alarming decline in
public faith in individual politicians and government ministers. Trust levels have
plummeted to historic lows, with politicians consistently ranking as the least trusted
profession. This erosion is driven by widespread perceptions of dishonesty,
self-interest, and a fundamental disconnect between politicians and the lived realities
of ordinary citizens. Furthermore, the persistent underrepresentation of diverse social
and economic backgrounds in Parliament exacerbates this disconnect, fostering a
belief that the political system is rigged and unresponsive. The cumulative impact of
these factors is a deepening cynicism, disengagement, and a growing demand for
fundamental systemic change, highlighting an urgent need to restore political integrity
and rebuild the foundational trust essential for a healthy democracy.

Il. Introduction

The health and resilience of any democratic system are inextricably linked to the trust
its citizens place in their elected representatives. In the United Kingdom, this
foundational trust has been significantly eroded over recent decades, leading to a
pervasive "trust deficit" in politicians and government ministers. This report provides a
comprehensive, evidence-based analysis of this critical issue, serving as a robust
foundation for "Subsubsection 1.1.2: The Trust Deficit in Elected Officials — Promises
Unkept, Truths Undelivered: The Erosion of Political Integrity" within "The Civic
Mandate" thesis.

This analysis will meticulously quantify the general decline in public trust, compare
politicians' trustworthiness to other professions, and delve into public perceptions of
dishonesty, self-interest, and a growing disconnect. It will also examine how the
underrepresentation of various social groups in Parliament contributes to this crisis of
legitimacy. By focusing strictly on direct perceptions and quantifiable trust levels, this



report aims to underscore the severity of the challenge and the urgent imperative to
restore political integrity.

I1l. Overall Trust Levels in Politicians and Government Ministers

Public trust in individual politicians and government ministers in the UK has
experienced a consistent and alarming decline over recent decades, reaching
unprecedented low levels.

A. Quantifying the Decline in Trust

The general decline in public trust in politicians and government ministers is starkly
evident across various reputable surveys:

Ipsos Veracity Index: The Ipsos Veracity Index, a long-running poll, recorded the
lowest levels of trust in politicians and government ministers since its inception in
1983. In 2023, only 9% of the British public reported trusting politicians generally
to tell the truth, and just 10% trusted government ministers (John Smith Centre,
2023; Ipsos, 2023). While the 2024 Ipsos Veracity Index showed a slight increase,
with 11% trusting politicians and 15% trusting government ministers, these figures
remain perilously low and scarcely higher than the 40-year lows (Ipsos, 2024).
British Social Attitudes (BSA) Survey: The 2023 wave of the BSA survey
reported "record lows" in public levels of trust and confidence in political
institutions (POST, 2025). Only 14% of British people reported trusting the
government "most of the time" or "always" to place the nation's needs above the
interests of their own political party in 2023 (Rayson, 2024). This figure represents
a sharp decline from 24% in 2021 and is the lowest recorded since data collection
began in the mid-1980s (Rayson, 2024). A record high of 45% of respondents in
the 2023 NatCen/BSA survey stated they "almost never" trust British governments
of any party to place the needs of the nation above the interests of their own
political party, a 22-point increase from 2020 (NatCen, 2024; POST, 2025).
British Election Study Internet Panel (BESIP): Data from BESIP indicated that
the percentage of people having little to no trust in MPs increased significantly
from 54% in 2014 to 76% in 2024 (POST, 2025).

Confidence in Parliament and Political Parties: Confidence in the UK
Parliament has halved since 1990, falling to a historic low of 23% in 2022 (King's
College London, 2023). Confidence in political parties has been persistently
negative since 2005, with no more than 17% reporting confidence during this
period (King's College London, 2023). The UK ranks among the bottom half of
countries for confidence in parliament and among the least confident for political



parties when compared to European neighbours (King's College London, 2023).
B. Comparison to Other Professions

The low trust in politicians is particularly stark when compared to other professions.
Politicians consistently rank at the very bottom of trust indices. For instance, in 2023,
while only 9% trusted politicians, nurses (88%), doctors (85%), and engineers (85%)
were among the most trusted professions (John Smith Centre, 2023). Even civil
servants, who are part of the broader public sector, command significantly higher
trust levels (79% in 2024) than elected officials (Ipsos, 2024). This contrast reinforces
a public perception that politicians do not adhere to the same ethical standards as
other public sector workers (Deltapoll, 2021).

IV. Perceptions of Dishonesty and Lack of Truthfulness

A critical component of the trust deficit is the widespread public belief that politicians
are dishonest and unwilling to tell the truth, particularly when under pressure.

A. Data on Public Belief in Politicians’ Honesty

e "Almost Never Trust to Tell the Truth": In 2023, a record high of 58% of
respondents in the NatCen/BSA survey stated they "almost never" trust politicians
of any party in Britain to tell the truth when in a tight corner (NatCen, 2024;
Tanea, 2023). This figure is up 19 points from 2020 (NatCen, 2024).

e Ipsos Veracity Index: As noted, the Ipsos Veracity Index in 2023 found that only
9% of the public trust politicians to tell the truth, the lowest since 1983 (John
Smith Centre, 2023; Ipsos, 2023).

e Ethical Standards: This historically low level of trust is directly linked to the belief
that politicians "do not follow ethical standards at the same or higher levels than
ordinary citizens" (POST, 2025). Polling from February 2024 indicated that 65% of
Britons do not believe the current government behaves according to high ethical
standards (lpsos, 2024).

B. Impact of this Perception on Public Faith

This pervasive perception of dishonesty has a profound impact on public faith. It
contributes to a "strong and settled belief in the untrustworthiness of political
leaders," which, once established, is difficult to reverse (Rayson, 2024). This lack of
trust can hinder the implementation of policies, discourage public engagement, and
reduce the incentive for politicians to act with integrity (UK in a Changing Europe,
2024). The widespread belief that politicians "are not penalised for not acting with



integrity, or do not tell the truth" (POST, 2025) further entrenches cynicism. Polling
commissioned by Spotlight on Corruption found that 71% of people do not trust
politicians to police the rules governing their own behaviour (Institute for Government,
2024).

V. Perceptions of Self-Interest and Prioritization of Personal/Party Gain

A significant driver of the trust deficit is the public's conviction that politicians
primarily act for personal benefit or their political party's interests, rather than the
nation's needs.

A. Statistics on Self-Interest and Party Gain

e "Out for Themselves": Polling from December 2021 revealed that nearly
two-thirds of voters believe politicians are "merely out for themselves™"
(Transparency International UK, 2022). This sentiment is reinforced by the belief
that "more people than ever are convinced that MPs are primarily looking out for
themselves, rather than their country" (Prentice, 2025).

e Prioritising Party Interests: A record high of 45% of the public in 2023 stated
they "almost never" trust governments of any party to place the needs of the
nation above the interests of their own political party (NatCen, 2024). This figure
is up 22 points from 2020 (NatCen, 2024).

e "One Rule for Them": There is a widespread "sense among the public that
people in power do not feel bound by the same rules as them" (Institute for
Government, 2024). This "one rule for them" mentality is toxic to faith in politics
itself (Rayson, 2024).

B. Ethical Standards and Penalties

The perception that politicians do not adhere to ethical standards comparable to
ordinary citizens and are not penalised for integrity breaches is a critical contributing
factor. The historically low level of trust in politicians is directly linked to the belief that
they "do not follow ethical standards at the same or higher levels than ordinary
citizens" and "are not penalised for not acting with integrity" (POST, 2025). The
common law offence of "misconduct in public office" itself is considered ill-defined,
suffering from "uncertainty in the law" and "gaps and overlaps with alternative
offences," leading the Law Commission to recommend its reform or abolition (Law
Commission, 2025). This legal ambiguity can reinforce the perception of impunity.

VI. Perceived Disconnect and Lack of Relatability



The growing chasm between politicians and the public's lived experiences
significantly contributes to the trust deficit.

A. "Distant from Their Lives" and "Don't Care What People Like Them Think"

General Disconnect: Many citizens feel that politicians are "distant from their
lives and preoccupied by other interests” (Institute for Government, 2024). A 2021
survey found that 84% of respondents believed politicians "don't care what
people like them think" (GCHU, 2025). This sentiment is particularly strong among
younger demographics, with over 70% of 18-60 year olds agreeing that politicians
"don't care what people like me think" in 2024 (Rayson, 2024).

Influence on Decision-Making: In 2019, 47% of people felt they had "no
influence at all over national decision-making" (Hansard Society, 2019). More
recently, in March 2024, a survey indicated that 63% of adults had little or no
confidence that they have a say in what the Government does (House of
Commons Library, 2025). This contributes to a widespread feeling that ordinary
people do not have a fair say over who speaks for them or how they are governed
(Electoral Reform Society, 2025).

B. Youth and Children's Perceptions

Lack of Understanding: Only 16% of children believe politicians fully or mostly
understand the issues that affect children and young people (National Children's
Bureau, 2024). Furthermore, 66% of children don't feel they have a say when it
comes to decisions politicians make about things important to them (National
Children's Bureau, 2024).

Lack of Knowledge about MPs: Research from 2024 revealed that 70% of young
people (8-17 year olds) don't know the name of their local MP, and 39% don't
understand what politicians do (Save the Children, 2024). Only one in ten children
believe that politicians always or often focus on the needs of young people when
making decisions (Save the Children, 2024).

Desire for Education: Despite this, nearly three-quarters of young people (72%)
want to be taught more about politics in school (Children's Commissioner, 2025).

C. "Discommunion of Interests"

The concept of a "discommunion of interests" highlights how citizens perceive

politicians as being less affected by common social and economic conditions. British
citizens generally believe that politicians are "less affected by social and economic

conditions and less reliant on public services than they are" (Stoker et al., 2015). The
size of this perceived "discommunion" affects voting behaviour and satisfaction with



democracy (Stoker et al., 2015). This is particularly evident among groups struggling
financially and dissatisfied with public services, where trust is significantly lower (John
Smith Centre, 2024).

VIl. Impact of Underrepresentation on Trust

The demographic composition of Parliament, particularly the underrepresentation of
various social groups, contributes significantly to the perceived disconnect and
erosion of trust in the political class.

A. Overrepresentation of Elites

Privately Educated MPs: New research indicates that a majority representation
of privately educated politicians actively decreases public trust in the government
and politics more broadly (British Psychological Society, 2025). Privately educated
politicians are perceived negatively by the public, being seen as "less warm, more
toxic, less trustworthy, and more forceful" compared to state-educated politicians
(British Psychological Society, 2025). In the new Parliament elected in 2024, 23%
of MPs were privately educated, a decrease from 54% in 2019, but still
significantly higher than the 7% of pupils attending private schools in the UK
(University of Reading, 2024).

Impact of Education Disclosure: If a politician's educational background is not
disclosed, public trust and perceived representation are higher than when private
education is explicitly mentioned (British Psychological Society, 2025).

B. Underrepresentation of Diverse Backgrounds

Gender: While the proportion of women in the House of Commons reached a
record 40% after the July 2024 snap election (Freedom House, 2025), global
progress in women's parliamentary representation has slowed, with only a 0.3
percentage point increase in 2024 (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2025). Women
remain underrepresented in ministerial positions that shape economic strategy,
defence, and infrastructure (World Economic Forum, 2025).

Ethnic Minorities: The UK Parliament elected in 2024 is the most ethnically
diverse in the country's history, with Black, Asian, and ethnic minorities
comprising around 13% of the House of Commons (Inter-Parliamentary Union,
2025). However, this is still slightly below the 18% of the general population from a
minority ethnic background (House of Commons Library, 2020). If the ethnic
make-up of the House of Commons reflected that of the UK population, there
would be about 104 MPs from minority ethnic backgrounds (House of Commons
Library, 2020).



e Socio-Economic Class: There is a significant gap in representation for those
with lower socio-economic status. Only around 5% of legislators in national
parliaments across OECD countries had primarily worked in working-class
occupations, compared to 60% of the workforce they govern (University of
Reading, 2024). This declining representation of working-class professions in the
UK is a recent phenomenon, particularly notable in the Labour Party, where it
dropped from nearly 30% in the late 1980s to a mere 8% in the 2010-15
parliament (University of Reading, 2024). Furthermore, 90% of current MPs
attended university, compared to under 20% of the UK's working-age population
(University of Reading, 2024).

C. Contribution to Trust Erosion

The British Psychological Society emphasises that politicians should come from the
widest variety of backgrounds possible to improve public trust, understanding, and
engagement (British Psychological Society, 2025). Seeing people in government who
reflect one's own identity—whether based on race, gender, or class—fosters feelings
of belonging and trust (British Psychological Society, 2025). Conversely, the
underrepresentation of diverse political views weakens democratic pluralism and
contributes to a sense that the system is "too focused on party elites rather than
everyday voters" (Restless Stories, 2024). This overrepresentation of career politicians
rather than community leaders can lead to policy disconnection from public concerns
(Restless Stories, 2024).

VIIl. Conclusion

The evidence unequivocally demonstrates a profound and escalating trust deficit in
elected officials within the UK political system. This crisis is characterised by
record-low levels of public trust in politicians and government ministers, a pervasive
belief in their dishonesty and self-interest, and a deep sense of disconnect from the
lived realities of ordinary citizens. The overrepresentation of elites and the
underrepresentation of diverse social and economic backgrounds in Parliament
further exacerbate these perceptions, fostering a belief that the political system is
rigged and unresponsive.

This erosion of trust is not merely an abstract concern; it undermines the very
legitimacy of democratic governance, fosters widespread disengagement, and carries
significant economic and social costs. Addressing this crisis requires a fundamental
re-evaluation of how elected officials are held accountable, how transparency is
ensured, and how the political class genuinely reflects and engages with the diverse



populace it serves. Rebuilding trust will necessitate comprehensive reforms that
prioritise integrity, foster genuine relatability, and ensure that elected officials are
perceived as true representatives committed to the nation's interests above all else.
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