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This study examines the importance of political trust in ethnic disparities in 

economic satisfaction.  Previous research has shown that economic satisfaction is an 

important factor in voter preference and is highly correlated with socio-economic factors, 

such as education, income, and recent change in individual economic circumstance.  In 

polarized societies, ethnic differences in economic welfare have often been thought to 

exert an additional influence on differences in economic satisfaction.  This study 

examines the political origins of ethnic differences in economic satisfaction.  Trust in 

political institutions is an important element in civic engagement and voter preference.  I 

show that it also matters for individuals’ assessments of their economic welfare.  I 

examine the importance of political trust in the paradoxical setting of Guyana: a country 

in which the ethnic groups with the highest income and education levels display the 

lowest levels of economic satisfaction.  A history of racial politics has led to a situation in 

which the party in power predominantly represents a particular ethnic group and is 

perceived to enact discriminatory policies against other ethnic groups.  In this setting, 

political trust is not only positively associated with economic satisfaction, but it also 

explains a large share of ethnic differences in economic satisfaction.  These results 
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point to the important role of political trust in voter choice and its lasting effects for racial 

politics.   
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

As individuals cast their votes in upcoming elections, they will do so upon 

evaluation of certain criteria and the importance ascribed to each criterion.  Research 

has consistently pointed to the importance of economic conditions in explaining voter 

choice.  The degree to which voters select political candidates and incumbents based 

on the performance of the economy has been long debated by political scientists.  This 

trend, termed economic voting, refers to “behavioral phenomena, namely that changes 

in economic conditions or in their perceptions (supposedly) lead to changes in individual 

voting preferences and via that in election outcomes” (Toka 2002: 1).  When selecting a 

candidate, individuals evaluate their personal economic circumstances and attribute 

some degree of responsibility to political institutions and agents.   

Economic voting involves both a national and a personal component; the state of 

the national economy is considered (such as in terms of economic growth, job creation, 

and debt or surplus) as well as the evaluation of the voter’s personal economic 

situation.  This evaluation is based on the individual’s socio-economic status, recent 

changes in economic situation, comparisons made with other individuals, and 

expectations for his or her future economic situation.   

Some theories of economic satisfaction have focused on the importance of the 

individual’s socio-economic status (SES) and recent changes in economic 

circumstances.  These theories focus on the comparisons which individuals make 

between their past and present economic circumstances.  While other theories 

emphasize the importance of expectations for future economic performance, they fail to 

suggest an adequate explanation of how expectations for the future are formed.  Some 
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state that those with higher SES will have higher expectations than will those with lower 

SES.  This assumes that high-SES individuals expect their past economic prosperity to 

continue in the future and that low-SES individuals also expect their past economic 

hardships to continue.  

However, we know that individuals frequently face improvements or worsening of 

their economic situations.  In light of these temporal changes in economic situations, it 

is inadequate to think that individuals base their economic satisfaction on expectations 

for the continuation of their previous economic circumstances.  Rather, the height of 

their expectations depends on their evaluations of the national economy and on the 

distribution of resources within the society.  Both national economic situation and the 

distribution of resources are partially dependent on the functioning of political institutions 

and the actions of political agents.  To the extent that individuals trust these political 

actors to distribute resources in a way that benefits the individual, his or her economic 

expectations may be raised or lowered.  An individual with a high degree of trust in 

political institutions may believe that these institutions will perform in a manner that 

leads to improvements in the individual’s economic circumstances.  Thus, the 

individual’s expectations for the future depend on the trust that he or she has in the 

political institutions of the society.  An individual with high expectations will believe that 

his or her economic situation will improve under the incumbent regime and will be likely 

to rate his or her economic situation positively.   

Political trust (i.e. the trust that individuals place in political institutions) is likely to 

influence individuals’ expectations for the future in societies marked by ethnic and 

political cleavages.  In these societies, the identification of one or more political party 
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with a particular ethnic group leads to the building of trust among individuals of one 

group and distrust among individuals of other groups.  Individuals often come to 

perceive political actions in terms of their effects on the ethnic group as a whole, and 

not simply in terms of their effects on the individual.  When a political party has a history 

of discrimination (whether perceived or real) against one or more ethnic group, 

individuals within this group build distrust for that party.  This distrust is predicated on 

the perception of past discrimination and the expectation of the continuation of 

discrimination if this party is elected to power.  Conversely, individuals belonging to the 

ethnic group that is aligned with or favored by this party, are unlikely to perceive the 

party’s past actions as discriminatory and are likely to trust this party to continue to act 

in their benefit.  Thus, individuals’ expectations for their future economic circumstances 

are partially determined by the degree of trust they have in political institutions.  In 

ethnically polarized societies, therefore, actual economic circumstances (i.e. SES) may 

be a less important factor in determining economic satisfaction than in other societies, 

as SES may be independent of expectations for future economic situation.   

SES may be more important in determining economic satisfaction in societies 

where ethnic polarization is less extreme.  In such societies, individuals may attribute 

less responsibility to government and/or may believe that government is relatively 

ineffective in shaping economic circumstances.  A history of discrimination by any 

political party is less salient or absent, and so, individuals feel less certain about the 

way any party will affect their personal economic situations.  Therefore, political trust is 

expected to vary more greatly among individuals within any particular ethnic group in a 

non-ethnically polarized society than in an ethnically polarized society.  In the former, 
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compared to the latter, SES is likely to play a larger role in determining economic 

satisfaction because the role of political trust in mediating the effect of perceived 

discrimination on economic expectations will likely be less significant or entirely 

insignificant.   

To assess the relationship between political trust and economic satisfaction, 

Guyana is used as a case study.  Guyana presents an extreme example of ethnic 

polarization and is especially suited for this analysis because its ethnic cleavages align 

with political cleavages.     

It also presents a paradox, as the ethnic groups with the highest income and 

education levels display the lowest levels of economic satisfaction.  A history of racial 

politics has led to a situation in which the party in power predominantly represents a 

particular ethnic group and is perceived to enact discriminatory policies against other 

ethnic groups.  The presence of perceived discrimination by the incumbent party 

creates a case in which political trust is expected to exert a direct effect on economic 

satisfaction by altering economic expectations.   

To estimate the effect of political trust on economic satisfaction in Guyana, I have 

analyzed 2009 LAPOP data.  Economic satisfaction is measured by an ordinal variable, 

ranging from one to five.  The variable derives from a question that asks respondents to 

evaluate their current economic situations.  Political trust is measured by an index that 

is composed of nine indicators, each asking respondents to evaluate their trust in a 

particular political institution.  I compare nested regression models to determine the 

effects of SES, change in economic situation, and political trust on economic 

satisfaction.     
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In Chapter 2, I discuss the theoretical motivation for this paper, including 

discussions of the literature on economic voting, economic satisfaction, political trust, 

and perceived discrimination.  Chapter 3 explains the political and ethnic context of 

Guyana.  In Chapter 4, I discuss the data and methods for measuring the variables, as 

well as important bivariate relationships.  That is followed by a report on my findings and 

checks for their robustness in Chapter 5.  Finally, the paper is concluded with a 

discussion of the main findings in Chapter 6 and the significance and limitations of this 

study in Chapter 7.   
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CHAPTER 2 
ECONOMIC WELFARE AND TRUST IN POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS  

Individuals’ socio-economic status has been shown to be an important determinant 

of their economic satisfaction.  SES is an indication of an individual’s ability to meet his 

or her material needs, such as food security and adequate housing, as well as his or her 

position in society.  Recent changes in SES, such as an increase in income, have also 

been shown to be associated with economic satisfaction.  However, studies on 

economic satisfaction, while focusing on SES and changes in SES, have omitted the 

importance of political trust in explaining economic satisfaction.  This section reviews 

the scholarship on economic satisfaction and political trust and points to the need for 

the inclusion of political trust in theories of economic satisfaction. 

Economic Satisfaction 

Economic satisfaction is the degree to which an individual is satisfied with his or 

her economic situation.  Research has shown a clear positive correlation between 

objective socio-economic conditions and economic satisfaction. Level of income, 

ownership of goods, access to resources, standard of living, and education all comprise 

economic subsistence.  The theory of absolute utility predicts that satisfaction results 

from the ability of an individual to satisfy his or her material needs (Veenhoven 2005; 

Veenhoven and Hagerty 2006).  Rising levels of income and ownership of assets should 

lead to increases in satisfaction because people will have the means to meet their 

needs and wants.  This hypothesis finds considerable support in the literature (Cheung 

and Leung 2004; Clarke 2000; Alwin 1987).   People with higher levels of income and 

education are more likely to have high satisfaction (Bjørnskov, Dreher, and Fischer 

2008).  Income is shown to have a positive correlation with satisfaction at all levels of 
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income, though the strength of the relationship decreases as income rises.  

Furthermore, SES is found to affect satisfaction similarly across race groups, income 

category, educational level, and counties of drastically different average income (Diener 

et al. 1993).  These results point to the importance of SES, and unimportance of relative 

factors (such as comparisons with local others and differences in expectations), in 

determining satisfaction.  Moreover, families with comparable incomes but more 

children tend to be less satisfied than families with fewer children, a trend that indicates 

that the sharing of resources among more family members may lead to financial strain 

and lower levels of satisfaction (Alwin 1987).   

Economic satisfaction may also be derived from relative factors.  Research 

indicates that individuals make comparisons with others and are more satisfied when 

their economic situations are better than the situations of others (Luttmer 2005).  

Firebaugh and Schroeder (2009) assess the neighborhood effects of income on 

satisfaction.  Interestingly, they find that individuals residing in richer neighborhoods are 

happier than individuals of comparable income who live in poorer neighborhoods.  Yet, 

individuals who live in poorer counties are happier than individuals of comparable 

income who live in richer counties.  The authors state that these trends indicate that the 

high-quality amenities found in wealthy neighborhoods lead to increased levels of 

happiness among residents, but that individuals are happier when they live in poorer 

counties because in such counties, the individual has more relative wealth.      

Differences in economic satisfaction across groups may persist even if the group 

with lower levels of satisfaction earns higher income than the group with higher levels of 

satisfaction.  This may be due to expectations of earnings and awareness of historical 
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trends.  In a study of US doctors in 1987, white doctors are found to have lower average 

earnings than minority doctors.  However, minority doctors report lower satisfaction with 

their earnings than did white doctors.  The authors expect that this is due to awareness 

of earnings trends.  That is, black doctors are aware that blacks face an earnings 

disadvantage in American society and perceive this disadvantage even though they 

earn more than whites (Hampton and Heywood 1999).  In this case, the authors may 

have overestimated their respondents’ concern for national trends in earnings.  Rather, 

the lower satisfaction of black relative to white doctors may be due to the awareness of 

historical and contemporary discrimination against blacks.  In the absence of knowledge 

about the earnings of white doctors, black doctors are likely to believe that they are still 

the victims of discrimination, which results in lower earnings relative to white doctors.   

This perceived disadvantage may also be due to comparisons which blacks are 

making between their current earnings and their expected earnings.  Even if black 

doctors are aware that they are earning more than whites, they may think that their 

earnings are still lower than what is deserved by their skill because they deem it unlikely 

that they are being compensated equally with whites of similar skill level.  When they 

assess their satisfaction, they may be comparing their current earnings to the earnings 

they would expect to receive under a non-discriminatory political regime.  Thus, they 

may be comparing their current earnings to their expected earnings under favorable 

political conditions.   

In addition to making comparisons with others, research indicates that individuals 

also make comparisons with their previous economic situation.  Many scholars 

emphasize the role of recent changes in economic situation.  Easterlin asserts that 
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socio-economic factors only lead to increases in satisfaction in the short-term, but as 

income increases, so too do aspirations.  Thus, the more an individual has, the more he 

or she wants; this is known as the adaptation hypothesis (Easterlin 2001).  Although 

Easterlin’s study is concerned with life satisfaction, economic satisfaction is an 

important factor in life satisfaction.  On the other hand, some scholars qualify Easterlin’s 

claim that increases in per capita GDP are not associated with increases in satisfaction.  

Tian and Yang (1993) argue that increases in income lead to higher levels of 

satisfaction, but only to a point; they call this point the critical level.  After the critical 

level is reached, increases in income are no longer correlated with satisfaction.  Though 

the effects may be short-lived, research indicates that individuals who have experienced 

recent improvements in their economic situations are more likely to approve of their 

current economic situations than are those who have experienced no improvement 

(Fiorina 1978; Key and Cummings 1966; Remmer 1991; E. Diener et al. 1993).  The 

importance of recent economic changes has been emphasized in the literature on 

economic satisfaction; in addition to being satisfied with recent improvements in 

economic situation, individuals may also derive satisfaction from the belief that they will 

continue to experience improvements in the future.   

Social scientists debate whether comparisons with the past or expectations for the 

future are more influential in determining voter choice.  Proponents of the retrospective 

hypothesis argue that individuals judge their current economic situations in relation to 

their past economic situations.  On the other hand, proponents of the prospective 

hypothesis contend that individuals place greater emphasis on expectations for future 

economic performance than on past economic performance (H. W. Chappell and Keech 
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1985; MacKuen, Erikson, and Stimson 1992).  Expectations are partially shaped by 

perceptions of justice.  Individuals who believe that their current income levels are lower 

than the income they deserve are less satisfied with their material circumstances than 

are individuals who perceive their income levels to be fair or above what they deserve, 

given any level of income (Younts and Mueller 2001; Alwin 1987).  The difference 

between actual income and deserved income is found to be much more important for 

determining material satisfaction than is actual income.  Furthermore, controlling for 

income, those with higher education are less satisfied than are those with lower 

education (Alwin 1987; Lee and Choi 2005).  This suggests that education may be a 

strong determinant of expected income, as highly-educated people are likely to expect 

high levels of income and may be more susceptible to disappointment.   

Individuals with high expectations for future economic conditions may face more 

frustration with their economic circumstances than individuals with low expectations 

(Rattinger 1991; Powell and Whitten 1993; Carlsen 2000; Dorussen 2002). Although 

income and wealth correlate directly with economic satisfaction, wealthier individuals 

generally have higher economic expectations than do poorer individuals (Graham and 

Pettinato 2006; Birdsall, Graham, and Pettinato 2000).  If the expectations of the 

wealthy are very high, this may lead to lower economic satisfaction among the wealthy 

than among the middle and lower classes.            

In addition to individual-level factors, the political and economic contexts of a state 

are important factors in economic voting.  In societies where political partisanship is low, 

economic voting is more likely to be important (Kayser and Wlezien 2011; Lockerbie 

1993).  The degree of centralization of political power is also likely to affect economic 
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voting; voters are more likely to assign responsibility for economic conditions to political 

actors in states with a high degree of political centralization (Chappell and Gonçalves 

Veiga 2000; Anderson 2006; Remmer 1991; Powell and Whitten 1993).  The degree of 

responsibility that voters assign to political institutions for their economic situations 

depends on their perceptions of the effectiveness of these institutions and the fairness 

by which they operate.  People who have different views on the way that income is 

distributed in society are likely to have different levels of satisfaction.  At similar levels of 

income, those who believe that income is distributed fairly are more likely to be satisfied 

than are those who believe that income is distributed unfairly (Bjørnskov et al. 2008).  

This can be explained by varying levels of expectations, as those who are unsatisfied 

may believe that they are not being rewarded fairly and that they deserve more than 

their current income.  Individuals consider the fairness of society’s governing institutions 

when evaluating their satisfaction, and their perceptions of fairness are reflected in the 

degree of trust that they have in these institutions. 

Political Trust 

In this study, political trust will be defined as the probability that the political system 

(or some part of it) will produce preferred outcomes even if left untended (Gamson 

1968).  Trust implies a relationship between two parties – one that is giving trust and 

one that is receiving it.  Trust is based on past and present experiences between two 

parties, with expectations for future experiences.  An individual who gives trust to the 

state’s political institutions does so after evaluating the capabilities and intentions of 

these institutions.  If the institutions fail to act in accordance with the expectations of the 

individual, the individual’s trust may be revoked.   
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The trust of the population has important consequences for political institutions.  A 

democratic government must maintain an adequate level of political trust from the 

population in the hopes of maintaining stability and gaining re-election.  In a given 

society, trust in government may be lower for some groups than for others.  Political 

cynicism typically arises from a prolonged period of political alienation and discontent 

for some.  This discontent “may result from deep-seated social conflict which, for some 

segment of the population, has been translated into a negative orientation toward the 

political system because their sense of insufficient political influence implies a futility in 

bringing about desired social change or control through political efforts” (Miller 1974: 

951).  The previous policies of a government, along with the characteristics of the 

majority of officeholders (e.g. race and sex), may lead to low trust among a particular 

segment of the population. 

Discrepancies in political trust have received much attention since the 1970s after 

noting a dramatic decline in trust among Americans between 1964 and 1970 (Miller 

1974).  In the U.S., survey research has relied upon the four to five questions intended 

to measure political trust in the National Election Survey.  These questions measure 

respondents’ perceptions about: whether they can trust the government to do what is 

right; whether the government is run by a few big interests or for all of the people; the 

efficiency with which tax money is used by government; and the crookedness of 

government officials.  These questions, though poorly worded, are intended to uncover 

respondents’ beliefs about policy outcomes, processes, beneficiaries, and corruption.  

Most studies of political trust in the United States have used a four-item index 

composed of these indicators; some have used three of these items (Bennett 2001) and 
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others have used two (Citrin and Green 1986).  Justification for the use of some items 

over others has been inadequate, as political scientists typically neglect to discuss the 

underlying concept of trust which these items are intended to measure. 

Some, however, argue that the object of individuals’ trust needs to be re-

evaluated.  While the standard political trust index measures trust in the national 

government, it fails to account for trust in the state government, which may be greater 

among those who favor small government (Hibbing and Smith 2004).  There is also 

debate about whether individuals value political outcomes more than political 

processes.  Those who argue for the importance of political outcomes claim that the 

smaller the discrepancy between individuals’ preferred policies and the policies enacted 

by government, the greater trust individuals have in government (Citrin and Green 1986; 

Hetherington 1998).  Others contend that the means by which these policies are 

enacted are more important.  Thus, more than policy outcomes, individuals may value 

the honesty of government officials (Lipset and Schneider 1987) and the degree to 

which officials are influenced by private interest groups (Blendon et al. 1997).         

In many underdeveloped nations, political trust has been measured differently than 

in the United States.  Rather than evaluating respondents’ trust in government as a 

whole, political trust items typically measure trust in particular institutions of the state.  

Some studies differentiate between purely state institutions (e.g. the judiciary and the 

Parliament) and state-social institutions (e.g. mass media and the education system) 

(Finkel, Sabatini, and Bevis 2000).  In Latin America and the Caribbean, military 

institutions usually garner the most trust, while the judicial system typically receives the 

least (Seligson 2007).  In China, studies find that rural Chinese citizens are likely to trust 
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the central government, but perceive the local government as corrupt (Bernstein and Lü 

2000; Shi 2001; Li 2004).   

The trust that individuals afford to political institutions is based on past, current, 

and expectations for future relationships between individuals and institutions.  

Individuals trust governments which may be thought to have performed well in the past.  

Good performance may include the maintenance of a strong economy (Chanley, 

Rudolph, and Rahn 2000; Wong, Wan, and Hsiao 2011), low levels of corruption 

(Anderson and Tverdova 2003; Seligson 2006), and high institutional capacity 

(Hutchison and Johnson 2011), while fulfilling pre-election promises (Roberts and Arce 

1998).   

Trust also includes expectations for the future.  Individual’s expectations for the 

performance of political institutions in the future, and the effect that this performance will 

have on the individual’s economic situation, form an important component of political 

trust.  Individuals are likely to have high levels of political trust if they perceive political 

representatives as honest and uncorrupt (Gronlund and Setala 2010) and if they have 

positive expectations for the future of the economy (Lockerbie 1993; Hetherington and 

Rudolph 2008).  Political trust may alter an individual’s expectations for his or her future 

economic situation; those with greater trust in government may have higher 

expectations than those with less trust because the former believe that the government 

will work to improve their economic situations (Figure 2-1).  Government policies will 

affect individuals disproportionately based on their social positions (e.g. a tax break for 

high-income earners will benefit high-SES individuals, but to the detriment of low-SES 

individuals, who depend on the public services that are funded by tax revenues).  So, 
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for low-SES individuals, the election of a political candidate who campaigned on a 

platform of tax cuts for the wealthy will likely lead to distrust in the new government’s 

willingness to improve their economic situations.   

Economic expectations may mediate the relationship between political trust and 

economic satisfaction in two different ways (Figure 2-1).  First, trust in government may 

lead to higher expectations, as discussed above.  Individuals with high expectations, 

however, will require greater improvement in their economic situations to be satisfied, 

compared with individuals with low expectations.  Even if trustful individuals experience 

some improvement in their economic situations, they still may be dissatisfied if their 

improvement did not meet their expectations.  On the other hand, distrustful individuals 

may have low expectations for their future economic situations; in this case, only a slight 

improvement in their economic circumstances may lead to their satisfaction.   

While in this model, distrustful individuals may seem more easily satisfied than 

trustful individuals, distrust in government may cause the individual’s view of 

government to be altered.  Individuals who are cynical toward government may believe 

that either the government should not be involved in economic affairs or that the 

government is ineffective in carrying out its policies.  This negative orientation toward 

government may cause one to attribute any improvements in economic circumstances 

to either oneself or to non-political forces and any deterioration to the government.  

Cynicism toward government may cause one to be dissatisfied, even if one’s economic 

situation has recently improved.  This may occur if the individual believes that the 

government’s policies were either ineffective or were a hindrance to economic 

improvement.  The individual might believe that his or her economic situation would be 
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better had the government not intervened in the economy or had it chosen to enact a 

different set of policies.  Thus, the individual’s belief in the role of the government in the 

economy and in the effectiveness of government may affect his or her economic 

satisfaction.   

Furthermore, individuals’ perceptions of the government may influence their 

evaluations of their past and current economic situations.  Evans and Pickup (2010), 

using National Election Studies data from 2000, 2002, and 2004, find no evidence for a 

significant effect of economic satisfaction on presidential approval; rather, they find 

strong evidence for the effect of presidential approval on economic satisfaction.  

Respondents were more likely to evaluate their economic situations favorably if they 

approved of the incumbent government than if they disapproved of it.  These results 

point to the influence of political partisanship in individuals’ perceptions of their 

economic situations.  In the American context, where partisanship is fairly strong, beliefs 

about the government are an important determinant of economic satisfaction.    

Individuals’ approval of the government may affect their satisfaction with their 

economic situations.  Though some individuals may have high expectations, which 

remain unmet, they may be economically satisfied if they trust that the current 

government is doing all it can to improve their economic situations.  On the other hand, 

individuals with low trust in government may believe that the government is not doing 

enough for them; rather, they may believe that their economic situations would be better 

under a different government.  Political trust, therefore, may affect economic satisfaction 

either directly or indirectly through altering economic expectations or views on 

government (Figure 2-1).     
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The effects of trust on economic satisfaction may be especially pronounced in 

societies characterized by a high degree of ethnic polarization.  In such societies, 

political partisanship may align with ethnic cleavages.  In this case, political parties may 

tend to enact policies that disproportionately benefit the ethnic group from which it 

draws the majority of its support.  Some regimes develop a history of racist policies, and 

the lingering of this history may lead to trustfulness among the supporting ethnic group 

and cynicism among the excluded ethnic group.   

The Civil Rights Movement provided the opportunity for the study of differences in 

political trust between different racial groups in the United States.  Aberbach and Walker 

(1970) analyzed the relationship between attitudes toward civil rights and political trust 

for blacks and whites living in Detroit in 1967 during the time that the city was affected 

by race riots.  They found that blacks who adhered to a “Black Ideology” (as measured 

by positive perceptions of the phrase “Black Power,” positive perceptions of the race 

riots in Detroit, and support for militant black leaders) had lower levels of political trust 

than blacks who did not adhere to this ideology.  White integrationists had higher levels 

of political trust than did white segregationists.  Interestingly, they found that among 

lower-status blacks, their perception of deprivation is negatively associated with political 

trust; however, socio-economic indicators such as income, education, and occupation 

are not associated with political trust (Aberbach and Walker 1970).   

The perception of deprivation may be rooted in the historical legacy of state 

discrimination against blacks. Thus, blacks may be perceiving deprivation even if they 

have higher levels of income and education than comparable whites.  This is because 

they know that discrimination has existed in the past and they expect that it continues to 
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exist.  So, when they assess the level of trust that they have for political institutions, 

they may be doing so by making comparisons between their current economic 

situations and the economic situations they would have if they were not affected by 

discriminatory practices.  The direction of the relationship between perceived 

deprivation and political trust is not clear, however.  It may be that blacks who have 

greater trust in the political institutions are less likely to perceive discrimination and 

deprivation than are blacks with low political trust.   

As political trust is largely dependent on the individual’s assessment of the 

previous performance of political regimes, the historical legacy of these regimes may be 

enduring and may affect individuals’ expectations for the future.  Individuals from groups 

that feel particularly marginalized by the incumbent regime can be expected to report 

lower levels of trust in government.  Trusting individuals are more likely to believe the 

incumbent government is working for their benefit and will continue to do so.  In this 

case, a change in regime jeopardizes one’s economic situation.  Conversely, distrustful 

individuals believe that the incumbent government is not benefiting them and if another 

regime was in power, then their economic situations would improve.  Thus, political trust 

is expected to affect individuals’ beliefs on whether the government will help them to 

reach their economic expectations.  The effect that political trust has on economic 

satisfaction also depends on the extent that individuals believe government is 

responsible for their economic situations and that government is effective in influencing 

economic events.   

Contexts in which discriminatory legacies are attached to one or more regime may 

lead to the interpretation of political acts in terms of their discriminatory effects on one 
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group of people.  A number of studies have found a negative correlation between 

perceived discrimination and political trust (Schildkraut 2005; Sanchez and Brock 1996; 

Avery 2009; Uslaner 2008).  These findings indicate that perceived discrimination may 

act through political trust to affect economic satisfaction.   

In the United States, blacks were found to have higher levels of political trust in a 

city where a black mayor and black administration had held office for eight years than in 

the national sample in 1984, indicating that respondents’ evaluations of political trust 

include evaluations of political incumbents (Howell and Fagan 1988).  That blacks are 

considering the race of the holders of political office indicates that they have greater 

trust in black than they do in white office holders.  This may be because they have 

greater interpersonal trust in blacks than in whites, but it may also be because they 

expect more fair treatment from black officeholders than from white officeholders.  In a 

context in which black officeholders have historically been few and blacks have suffered 

from continued discrimination from white officeholders, blacks may come to place great 

value on the race of the officeholder.     

In ethnically polarized societies, political cleavages often arise which lead to 

exclusionary policies by the incumbent regime. The legacy of these policies tends to 

persist even if policies become neutral over time.  When ethnic groups are politically 

divided, individuals within these groups may perceive the actions of the rival political 

regime as discriminatory.  This perception of discrimination generally leads to political 

distrust.  Political distrust may lower the economic satisfaction of individuals who affiliate 

with the political regime that is out of power.   This idea will be applied to the context of 

Guyana, as its history of ethnic and political cleavages make it an ideal case study.  
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Figure 2-1.  The theoretical relationship between political trust and economic 
satisfaction. 
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CHAPTER 3 
POLITICAL FRAGMENTATION AND ETHNIC POLARIZATION IN GUYANA  

Guyana is studied here because it exemplifies extreme ethnic polarization.  The 

two largest ethnic groups, East Indians and Blacks, comprise 44% and 30% of the 

population, respectively.  These two groups have developed separately since the 

1800s, and they remain informally segregated by residence, occupation, and cultural 

institutions.  With events beginning in the 1950s, they also became divided in the 

political sphere.  Guyana’s political history has led to ethnic group differences in voting 

patterns.  It presents a paradox in that the ethnic group with the most political power 

(Indians) is not the one with the most economic power.  While Blacks report higher 

levels of income, consumption, and education than Indians, Blacks also report lower 

satisfaction with their economic situations.  I hypothesize that these relatively low levels 

of economic satisfaction among Blacks, compared with groups of lower SES, are 

partially explained by different levels of political trust.  With relatively high SES, but 

under-representation in government, Blacks may have high expectations for their future 

economic situation, but little trust that the government will facilitate the meeting of these 

expectations.  Indians, on the other hand, may have lower expectations due to their 

lower SES, but great trust in government due to their political over-representation.   

Ethnic politics in Guyana developed through a series of events that caused 

political divisions to align with ethnic ones.  Blacks and Indians have voted for two 

different political parties for the past fifty years.  These two parties were once united 

under one name – the People’s Progressive Party (PPP).  It was led by two charismatic 

individuals, one Indian (Cheddi Jagan) and one Black (Forbes Burnham).  However, 

due to British and US intervention in the 1950s (Waters and Daniels 2005; Rabe 2005), 
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these two leaders became rivals and Burnham and his faction broke away from the PPP 

and formed the People’s National Congress (PNC); unfortunately, this caused a rift in 

the populace, with the overwhelming majority of Blacks voting ritually for the PNC and 

the majority of Indians voting for the PPP since the party’s split (Hintzen and Premdas 

1982).  Both parties were determined to lead the country to independence, which 

occurred in 1966.  While the PPP won the elections in 1961, it lost to the PNC in 1964, 

after the PNC formed a coalition with the United Force party (UF).  The PNC, which split 

from the UF in 1968, rigged every election until 1992, when international observers 

were present to ensure fair elections (Gafar 2004; Rabe 2005).  Since independence in 

1966, there has been only one regime change, which occurred in 1992 when the PPP 

gained power.  While many Blacks lament the loss of power since the PPP’s victory in 

1992, older Indians recall the discriminatory practices by the PNC regime in the 1970s 

and 1980s.  The youth are being socialized into this context of ethnic animosity and 

racialized politics continue to divide the population.     

The political divisions among ethnic groups are compounded by economic 

differences.  As previously mentioned, Indians and Blacks form the majority of the 

population.  These two groups have developed separately since their introduction to the 

country.  Many Blacks, brought to Guyana as slaves by the British, migrated to the 

urban centers after emancipation in the mid-1800s.  Indians were brought to the country 

as indentured servants, but most elected to stay in the rural areas even after their 

contracts expired (Waters and Daniels 2005; Premdas 1995).  Blacks were preferred by 

the British for public sector jobs, such as teaching or the police force, due to their 
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greater extent of creolization1 (Hintzen and Premdas 1982).  Today, they continue to 

form the majority of public sector workers, though this sector has become much more 

heterogeneous than in the past (Brown 1999).  With neoliberalism and its prescriptions 

for smaller government, the public sector was drastically reduced in size in the 1990s; 

this reduction disproportionately hurt the Black population (Gafar 2004).  Indians, on the 

other hand, form the majority of the farming population and are more likely to be self-

employed.  Their economic welfare is closely tied to international prices of rice and 

sugar and to domestic policies that affect irrigation, infrastructure, crop yields and 

preferred markets.   

Differences in occupation between Blacks and Indians have caused the economic 

policies of the PPP and PNC to be interpreted in ethnic terms.  Ethnic animosities 

erupted into ethnic conflict in the aftermath of elections and policies that were perceived 

as discriminatory.  After the PNC-UF coalition won the national elections in 1964, the 

PPP and its supporters felt cheated out of a victory and immediately staged 

demonstrations and boycotts in protest of the PNC-UF regime.  Ethnic animosities were 

further exacerbated when the PNC-UF coalition arrested several PPP activists, 

withdrew subsidies that had been granted to rice farmers (who were predominantly 

Indian) under the PPP administration, and eliminated the Cuban market for rice (which 

had previously yielded a high price to rice farmers). The PNC continued to alienate 

Indians by refusing to follow the International Commission of Jurists’ recommendation 

that Indians should be rapidly recruited into the African-dominated Police Force and the 

Defence Force to achieve ethnic balance (Rabe 2005; Premdas 1995).  The PNC also 

                                            
1
 Creolization is a term used to describe the extent to which a group of people, brought to the Caribbean, 

have acculturated to the new climate. 
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staffed public agencies such as banks and bauxite companies with its communal 

supporters, drastically expanded the police force (which was still mostly composed of 

blacks), and attempted to locate land-less blacks on lands previously leased to Indians.  

The Indians in turn, boycotted rice production under the direction of Jagan, which 

created grave food shortages in Guyana (Hintzen and Premdas 1982; Premdas 1995).   

Since 1992, the PPP has held power, amid claims of an “African disadvantage” by 

Blacks, who view the PPP policies to be pro-Indian (Misir 2002; Gafar 2004).  Many of 

the government’s anti-poverty policies are targeted to rural and interior areas, which are 

predominantly inhabited by Indians and Amerindians, respectively.  While little evidence 

exists to support a socio-economic disadvantage of Blacks (since, on average, they 

have higher levels of education and income than do Indians), the disadvantage 

perceived by Blacks may be due to feelings of political exclusion derived from their 

insufficient representation in the government.  Since voting continues along ethnic lines, 

elections have been reduced to a numbers game; whether the PPP or PNC is the party 

in power depends simply on the number of Indians and Blacks.   

This study seeks to determine whether differences in political trust explain some of 

the difference in economic satisfaction among ethnic groups in Guyana.  First, I expect 

to find that political trust is a significant predictor of economic satisfaction for all ethnic 

groups.  Political trust may mediate the effect of socio-economic status indicators on 

economic satisfaction.  For instance, an individual with high income but low political 

trust may be less satisfied with his or her economic situation than an individual with high 

income and high political trust if the former individual believes that the political 

institutions do not represent his or her interests; in fact, he or she may believe that if the 
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political institutions were responsive to his or her needs, he or she would have even 

more affluence.  Thus, individuals may be comparing their current incomes to their 

expected income, while the latter is influenced by individuals’ trust in the political 

institutions in place.  Individuals with high SES but low political trust may also be 

uncertain about the status of their wealth.  They may be wary of political institutions that 

may adopt redistributive policies and increase taxes on the wealthy.  So, this uncertainty 

may cause these individuals to have lower economic satisfaction than would be 

predicted by their SES. 

Second, I expect Blacks and Mixed people with low levels of political trust to be 

the least economically satisfied.  On average, these groups have higher SES than 

Indians and Amerindians.  This high SES may cause them to have higher expectations 

for their economic conditions, and with low levels of political trust, they are expected to 

be very dissatisfied with their economic situations.  When comparing their current 

economic situations to their potential economic situations, they are doing so with greater 

economic resources than other groups have, but Blacks and Mixed people may also 

have disproportionately high expectations. 
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CHAPTER 4 
ANALYTIC STRATEGY 

This study analyzes Latin American Public Opinion Project data collected in 2009 

in Guyana as part of Vanderbilt University’s Americas Barometer surveys.  Using a 

combination of stratified, cluster, and weighted sampling, the survey included 2,514 

voting-aged, non-institutionalized adults in Guyana.  The sampling distribution was 

based on 2002 Census data.  The sample was first stratified into seven geographical 

areas.  A multi-stage cluster sample selected municipalities, villages, enumeration 

districts, and finally households.  Data was collected using in-person interviews from 

one adult per household.   

In my analyses, I restrict the sample to Blacks, Indians, Amerindians, and Mixed 

peoples due to the very low numbers from each of the other ethnic groups.1  The 

analyses are based on 2,329 cases; 35.5% of respondents are Indian, 29.3% are Black, 

21.2% are Mixed, and 13.2% are Amerindian (Table 4-1).  

Economic Satisfaction 

The LAPOP questionnaire includes an item that measures respondents’ evaluation 

of their overall economic situations.  This question asks: “How would you describe your 

overall economic situation?”  The answer choices are: 1) Very good  2) Good  3) Neither 

good nor bad (fair)  4) Bad  5) Very Bad.  These answer choices were recoded so that 1 

indicates Very Bad and 5 indicates Very Good overall economic situation.  This question 

measures the concept of economic satisfaction, as it depicts the respondent’s judgment 

of his or her own overall economic situation; it is inferred that an answer of  “Very good” 

                                            
1
 There were three additional ethnic categories: Chinese, Portuguese, and Other.  These were excluded 

because only 18 respondents identified themselves as belonging to one of these categories.  In Guyana, 
ethnic categories are more clearly demarcated (with the exception of the Mixed group) than in most 
Caribbean and Latin American nations. 
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reflects a high degree of economic satisfaction, while a response of “Very bad” reflects 

a low degree of economic satisfaction.  Henceforth, this item will be called “Economic 

Satisfaction.”  It has 2,490 valid cases, a mean of 3.0, and a standard deviation of 0.90. 

Differences in economic satisfaction by ethnic group are depicted in Figure 4-1.  

Blacks were most likely to have very low and low levels of economic satisfaction and 

least likely to have high economic satisfaction.  On the other hand, Indians were most 

likely to have high and very high levels of economic satisfaction and least likely to have 

very low and low economic satisfaction.  Interestingly, Amerindians, by far the most 

economically disadvantaged group, appear to be more economically satisfied than are 

Blacks.  The relationship between economic satisfaction and ethnicity is statistically 

significant, with a chi-square value of 90.3 (p=.000).    

The bivariate relationship between economic satisfaction and ethnicity is as 

predicted – Indians have the highest economic satisfaction and Blacks have the lowest.  

This coincides with their degree of political representation in the national government; 

the party in power is predominantly composed of Indians, while the main opposition 

party is predominantly composed of Blacks.  Figure 4-1 reveals that the group with 

greater political representation is also the group with greatest economic satisfaction.   

My analysis will be based on ordered logit regression models.  The dependent 

variable is economic satisfaction and the independent variables will be: an index for 

political trust, ethnicity, and controls for household income, education, an index for asset 

ownership, non-liquid assets, change in economic situation, region, gender, and age.  

The descriptive statistics for all variables are reported in Table 4-1.  I expect that 

political trust is able to explain the differences in economic situation among different 
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ethnic groups.  Though economic expectations are not observed, I think that political 

trust may mediate the effect of ethnicity on economic satisfaction by altering economic 

expectations. 

Political Trust Index 

Respondents were asked to rate their degree of trust in fourteen different political 

institutions on a scale of one to seven, where one is no trust and seven is a lot of trust.  

Exploratory factor analysis was conducted to determine which items reflect a common 

underlying concept of political trust.  Fourteen items were included in the analysis, 

which measured trust in political, legal, and bureaucratic institutions.  I used the 

Maximum Likelihood extraction method, because it allows for the determination of 

statistical significance of the factor loadings and correlations between factors, as long 

as the data are normally distributed (i.e. the absolute value of skewness is below 2 and 

the kurtosis is below 7) (Fabrigar et al. 1999).  Since the data are relatively normally 

distributed, Maximum Likelihood extraction was utilized.  The variables were rotated 

obliquely using direct oblimin rotation.  Oblique rotation was deemed preferable to 

orthogonal rotation, because oblique rotation allows for correlation between factors and 

it is expected that there will be some correlation between different factors of political 

trust.  Since the different types of oblique rotation have been shown to yield similar 

results, I selected direct oblimin rotation, as it is the most commonly used (Costello and 

Osborne 2005).   

The exploratory factor analysis yielded a single factor (p=.000), which explains 

52.2% of variance in the underlying concept.  Factor loadings range from .587 to .806 

and communalities range from .345 to .649; trust in the Guyana Defence Force and 

trust in the Mayor’s office of the respondent’s town were excluded from subsequent 
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analyses, because less than 40% of the variation of these items were shared by the 

other items.  I also excluded trust in Regional Democratic Councils, the Attorney 

General, and the Integrity Commission due to high numbers of missing cases.   

A political trust index was computed by summing the remaining nine items, each 

with equal weight.  These nine items measured trust in: the justice system, the Guyana 

Elections Commission (GECOM), the Parliament, National Government, Guyana Police 

Force, the political parties, the President, Supreme Court, and elections.   Each item 

was measured on a seven-point scale, where 1 indicates very little trust and 7 indicates 

very high trust.  Descriptive statistics for the individual political trust indicators are found 

in Table 4-1.  Each indicator was recoded from 1 – 7 to 0 – 6 and subsequently 

summed to form a political trust index.  The index has a high internal reliability, with a 

Cronbach’s Alpha score of .938.  The Index ranges from 0 to 54, with a mean of 29.2, 

and standard deviation of 13.   

Missing values for the nine political trust indicators ranged from 43 to 163.  To 

maximize the sample size and correct for non-random missingness, these missing 

values were replaced with imputed values generated from multiple imputation.  The 

missing values of each political trust indicator were predicted using chained ordinal logit 

equations, which contained covariates for the other eight political trust indicators, as 

well as income, education, age, sex, region, and ethnicity.2  For each political trust 

indicator, ten predicted values were generated and summed in a political trust index.  

The mean of the multiply imputed index is slightly lower than the mean of the index 

containing only observed values.  Since the sample size of the latter is substantially 

                                            
2
 While missing values for education and income were also imputed in this procedure, their imputed 

values were excluded from the analytic sample.   
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smaller (it omits 15% of cases), the multiply imputed index is used for analysis 

(N=2,329).     

The political trust index yields a pattern of ethnic differences in political trust.  

Table 4-1 reports the average levels of political trust by ethnic group, which are: 22.9 for 

Blacks, 26.3 for Mixed people, 34.5 for Indians, and 34.4 for Amerindians (p=.000).  

Differences in political trust across ethnic groups are also examined for different levels 

of economic satisfaction (Figure 4-2).  As economic satisfaction improves, the mean 

values of political trust increase (represented by the red dots).  Across all levels of 

economic satisfaction, political trust is consistently higher for Amerindians and Indians 

than for Blacks and the Mixed group.  Additionally, for all groups except Amerindians, 

political trust appears to increase linearly as economic satisfaction improves. 

Socio-Demographic Measures 

I expect that differences in economic satisfaction correlate with differences in 

socio-economic indicators.  I include the following variables as controls in subsequent 

analyses: direct measures of economic resources (income, education, and assets) and 

indirect measures of poverty (potable water and indoor bathroom).3   

Income is measured as an ordinal-level variable.  Respondents were asked: “Into 

which of the following income ranges does the total monthly income of this household 

fit, including remittances from abroad and the income of all the working adults and 

children?”  There were ten ordered response categories, ranging from No Income4 to 

above $250,001.  Categories 6 ($90,001 - $120,000) and 7 ($120,001 - $150,000) were 

                                            
3
 Occupation is not included as a socio-economic indicator due to the high proportion of missing cases 

(47% of all cases had missing values). 

4
 There were sixteen respondents who reported “No Income,” but who also reported an occupation.  

Considering their employment status, these cases were recoded into the “Below $10,000” income 
category.   
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collapsed into one category and categories 8 ($150,001 - $200,000), 9 ($200,001 - 

$250,000), and 10 (Above $250,000) were also collapsed into another category, 

because there were very few cases in each of these initial categories.  Altogether, there 

were 2,466 valid cases.  The average total monthly household income of respondents 

fell between the range of $20,000 to $40,000 and $40,001 to $60,000.      

Differences in income by ethnic group are shown in Figure 4-3.  25.7% of Mixed 

people had incomes of $20,000 or below, compared to 29.3% of Blacks, 31.7% of 

Indians, and 43.7% of Amerindians.  Conversely, 30.1% of Mixed people had incomes 

of $60,001 or above, compared with 26.2% of Blacks, 20.6% of Indians, and 12% of 

Amerindians.  The Chi-Square value of 92.5 indicates that the relationship between 

income and ethnicity is statistically significant (p=.000).  Thus, the data suggest that with 

respect to total monthly household income, Mixed people fare the best, followed by 

Blacks, Indians, and Amerindians, respectively.   

To determine the living standard of respondents, the following question was 

posed: “Could you tell me if you have the following in your house: television, 

refrigerator, conventional or landline telephone, cellular phone, vehicle (one, two, or 

three or more), washing machine, microwave oven, motorcycle, computer, flat panel TV, 

stereo, or high speed cable internet.”  Ownership of a vehicle was recoded as a 

dichotomous variable (0 = no vehicle, 1 = 1 or more vehicles), because only 19% of 

respondents owned one or more vehicles.  The inter-item correlations revealed low to 

moderate positive correlations between all items.  Motorcycle, high-speed internet, and 

Flat Panel TV were excluded from future analyses, because they were present in very 

few households: only 12% of respondents possessed a motorcycle, 6% of respondents 
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possessed high-speed internet, and 4% of respondents possessed a flat panel TV.  

Factor analysis was conducted with the remaining items to determine which to include 

in a simple count asset index.  This yielded two factors with eigenvalues of above 1.0, 

which explained 45.3% of variance.  The first factor included luxury items: computer, 

vehicle, washing machine, and microwave.  The second factor included basic use items: 

television, refrigerator, and cellular telephone.  Factor analysis was then conducted for 

each of the two factors to ensure that they both reflected independent underlying 

variables; this was confirmed.  A simple count asset index was constructed, which 

included the seven basic and luxury assets.  With an alpha score of .79, the index has 

sufficient internal reliability.   

The asset index ranges from 0 to 7, with a mean of 3.27 and a standard deviation 

of 1.93.  Blacks, on average, own 3.68 assets, compared with an average of 3.54 for 

Indians, 3.58 for Mixed people, and 1.08 for Amerindians.  Clearly, Amerindians have 

the lowest standards of living, as indicated by the ownership of durable goods.  The 

ratio of between-group variation to within-group variation is statistically significant, with 

an F score of 205.8 (p=.000).   

Other methods of measuring the ownership of durable goods were attempted.  I 

included the assets (TV, refrigerator, cellular phone, computer, vehicle, washer, and 

microwave) as dummy variables in the full model.  I also computed a basic asset index 

(which included ownership of a television, refrigerator, and cell phone) and a luxury 

asset index (which included ownership of a vehicle, computer, washer, and microwave) 

to account for the differences in monetary values for these two sets of assets and 

included these two indices in the model.  Additionally, I regressed the above seven 
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assets (and all control variables) on political trust.  The coefficients for the assets were 

then used as weights in the computation of a weighted asset index.  After including 

each of these different measures separately, the final results of the models displayed no 

difference from the model that included the simple count index.  The simple count index 

was included in the final model because it adequately represents variations in wealth 

and is more interpretable.   

As Guyana strives to provide improved access to clean water and sanitation to all 

of its citizens, the access to potable water indoors and an indoor bathroom are 

important indicators of standard of living.  Respondents were asked: “Could you tell me 

if you have the following in your house: potable water indoors or an indoor bathroom?”  

Potable Water and Indoor Bathroom were included as dummy variables.  63% of 

respondents reported having potable water indoors and 55% reported having an indoor 

bathroom.  Indians fare the best with regards to safe drinking water, with 73% of them 

having access to potable water indoors, compared to 69% of Blacks, 62% of Mixed 

people, and only 18% of Amerindians.  There is a statistically significant relationship 

between potable water and ethnicity (Chi-Square = 335; p = .000).  65% of Blacks have 

an indoor bathroom, compared with 60% of Indians, 60% of Mixed people, and 11% of 

Amerindians.  Again, Amerindians are clearly the most disadvantaged group.    

Respondents’ education was determined using a ratio-level variable that ranged 

from zero years of education to eighteen or more.  Primary school includes years one 

through six of schooling; secondary school includes years seven to eleven, “A” level 

school includes years twelve to thirteen, and university or tertiary schooling includes 

years twelve and above.  The average number of years of schooling is 8.5, the standard 
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deviation is 3.7 years, and the median is 10 years.  68% of respondents have between 

4.8 and 12.2 years of education.  On average, Blacks have higher levels of schooling 

with 9.5 years.  Mixed people average 9.4 years, Indians average 8.2 years, and 

Amerindians average 6.7 years of schooling.  The ratio of between-group variation to 

within-group variation has an F value of 74.8, which is statistically significant (p=.000).  

Previous studies have depicted the effect of recent changes in economic 

indicators of well-being (e.g. income, ownership of goods) on current perception of well-

being (Easterlin 2002).  To control for this effect, a variable for change in respondent’s 

economic situation is included.  Respondents were asked: “How do you think that your 

current economic situation is compared to 12 months ago?  Is it better, same, or 

worse?”  This item is included in the model as two dummy variables for better economic 

situation and worse economic situation.  29% of respondents indicated that their 

economic situations have improved over the previous twelve months, while 24% 

indicated that economic situations have worsened over the previous twelve months. 

Guyana is one of few countries in the Americas with a predominantly rural 

population.  Since there are marked differences between standards of living and 

lifestyles of rural and urban populations, a dummy variable for urban residence is 

included in the model.  31% of respondents reside in an urban area.  The inclusion of 

the urban variable also attempts to control for relative deprivation.  That is, it allows for 

the comparison of differences in economic satisfaction among only urban residents, and 

again among only rural residents.  This is admittedly a crude control for the effects of 

relative deprivation, but in the absence of Census data, it is the best proxy that is 
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available.  Control variables are also included for gender and age to exclude the 

possibility of confounding effects.    
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Table 4-1.  Descriptive statistics (standard deviations appear in parentheses below the 
mean values) 

 N Mean SD Black Indian Amerindian Mixed 

Mean    0.29 0.35 0.13 0.21 

Political Trust  2,514 38.1 13.0 22.9  
(12.2) 

34.5 
(11.2) 

34.4  
(10.7) 

26.3 
(13.4) 

Justice System 2,410 4.22 1.76 3.84 4.62 4.76 3.98 

Elections Commission 2,361 4.20 1.96 3.32 5.00 4.85 3.95 

Parliament 2,375 4.28 1.79 3.62 4.88 4.93 3.95 

National Government 2,413 4.24 1.84 3.49 4.88 4.97 3.98 

Guyana Police Force 2,471 3.98 1.90 3.47 4.43 4.51 3.69 

Political Parties 2,409 3.93 1.73 3.48 4.34 4.37 3.76 

President 2,441 4.57 2.12 3.50 5.54 5.37 4.10 

Supreme Court 2,351 4.48 1.65 4.07 4.86 4.88 4.33 

Elections 2,421 4.18 1.97 3.29 5.00 4.78 3.93 

Economic Satisfaction 2,490 3.04 0.90     

Very Low 124 .06  .087 .041 .052 .066 

Low 334 .17  .223 .119 .213 .168 

Neutral 942 .47  .475 .453 .447 .505 

High 541 .27  .195 .338 .267 .228 

Very High 73 .04  .021 .049 .021 .034 

Income: No Income 158 .07  .055 .071 .095 .057 

< $10,000 195 .08  .075 .092 .111 .055 

$10,001 - $20,000 388 .16  .163 .154 .231 .145 

$20,001 - $40,000 590 .25  .241 .294 .268 .176 

     $40,001 - $60,000 484 .21  .205 .182 .175 .264 

$60,001 - $90,000 270 .11  .141 .100 .058 .135 

$90,001 - $150,000 184 .08  .083 .067 .037 .109 

     > $150,000 95 .04  .037 .039 .024 .057 

Education 2,509 8.49 3.72 9.5  
(3.4) 

8.2  
(3.7) 

6.7  
(3.7) 

9.4  
(3.5) 

Assets 2,514 3.27 1.93 3.72 3.59 1.08 3.59 

Potable Water 2,514 0.63 0.48 .71 .73 .18 .60 

Indoor Bathroom 2,514 0.55 0.50 .66 .60 .12 .59 

Worse Economic Situation 2,488 0.29 0.45 .37 .25 .25 .29 

Better Economic Situation 2,488 0.24 0.43 .20 .27 .24 .27 

Urban 2,514 0.31 0.46 .46 .18 .07 .39 

Female 2,514 0.50 0.50 .45 .47 .55 .52 

Age 2,514 38.4 14.6 38.6 
(15.3) 

38.5 
(14.4) 

38.5  
(13.7) 

35.5 
(14.2) 

N    737 892 332 532 
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Figure 4-1.  Economic satisfaction by ethnicity 
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Figure 4-2.  Mean political trust by economic satisfaction and ethnicity 
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Figure 4-3.  Income distribution by ethnicity 
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CHAPTER 5 
RESULTS 

Table 5-1 reports the ordered logit regression results, with logged odds listed 

beside the standard errors.  Model 1 shows the baseline model estimates.  This model 

is limited to race, region, sex and age to demonstrate the magnitude of race differences 

in economic satisfaction.  Consistent with the differences illustrated in Figure 4-1, the 

estimates display large race differences in economic satisfaction. The logged odds of 

Blacks having high levels of satisfaction are .434 that of Indians (p=.000), controlling for 

all other variables.  The logged odds of having high satisfaction for Amerindians are 

.583 times that for Indians (p=.000).  Similarly, the logged odds of high levels of 

satisfaction for Mixed people are .568 times that for Indians (p=.000), controlling for all 

other variables.  Clearly, the greatest discrepancy in economic satisfaction occurs 

between Indians and Blacks.  Region and sex have no statistically significant effect on 

economic satisfaction.  Older individuals are less likely to be economically satisfied than 

are younger individuals, controlling for all other variables (p = .000).  Ethnicity, region, 

sex, and age explain 2.2% of the variation in economic satisfaction.     

Model 2 adds education and a set of income dummy variables as controls.  As 

education increases by one year, the expected logged odds of economic satisfaction 

increases by .032, controlling for the other variables (p<.01).  Compared with 

respondents who reported no income, respondents who reported monthly household 

incomes of $40,001 - $60,000, $60,001 - $90,000 (p<.01), and above $150,000 

displayed higher economic satisfaction (p < .05).  These two SES indicators appear to 

exert a suppression effect on economic satisfaction for Blacks.  After controlling for SES 

and demographic variables, the logged odds of having high economic satisfaction for 
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Blacks are .399 that of Indians (p=.000); that is, accounting for SES increases the gap 

in economic satisfaction between Indians and Blacks.  This finding runs counter to 

theories that argue for the importance of SES in determining economic satisfaction, but 

exemplifies Guyana’s paradox in which Blacks have higher income and schooling, but 

lower economic satisfaction than Indians.  Controlling for SES slightly reduces the 

differences in economic satisfaction between Amerindians and Indians and between the 

Mixed group and Indians.  Adding education and income to the model improves the 

model fit by .5% (pseudo R2 = .027).     

Model 3 includes an asset index and the dichotomous variables for access to 

potable water indoors and ownership of an indoor bathroom.  The asset index has no 

significant effect on economic satisfaction.  Controlling for all other variables, those who 

have access to potable water are more likely than those who lack access to be 

economically satisfied (p<.01).  Having an indoor bathroom has no statistically 

significant effect on economic satisfaction.  Including these three variables in the model 

explains much of the difference in economic satisfaction between Amerindians and 

Indians (p<.05).  For Amerindians, living standards appear to be an important cause of 

economic satisfaction.  Controlling for these measures significantly reduces the effects 

of schooling and income on economic satisfaction.  These three proxy measures of 

living standards improve the model fit by 0.2% (pseudo R2 = .029).    

Model 4 includes two dummy variables to measure the change in respondents’ 

economic situations over the previous twelve months.  These variables both have large 

effects on economic satisfaction.  Controlling for all other variables, those whose 

economic situations have recently improved are almost twice as likely to have high 
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economic satisfaction as are those whose economic situations have remained stable 

(p=.000).  Net of all other variables, people whose economic situations have recently 

worsened are much less likely to have high economic satisfaction than are people 

whose economic situations have remained unchanged (p = .000).  These results 

confirm the predictions of most theories, which have found that recent changes in 

economic situation are important for economic satisfaction.  Controlling for economic 

change also reduces the effect of income and modestly reduces the difference in 

economic satisfaction between Blacks and Indians.  Model 4 indicates that an important 

cause of economic satisfaction is people’s comparisons between their current and past 

economic situations.  The inclusion of change in economic situation improves the model 

fit by 5.6% (pseudo R2 = .085).  Although this remains a modest measure of explained 

variance, the increase in pseudo R2 underscores the relative improvement in 

explanatory power from including the measures of economic change. 

In Model 5, the political trust index is added.  The findings indicate a positive 

relationship between political trust and economic satisfaction.  Controlling for all other 

variables, a one-unit increase in political trust is associated with a .022 increase in the 

logged odds of being economically satisfied; one standard deviation increase in trust 

(13 points in the political trust index) improves the likelihood of reporting high economic 

satisfaction by 31% (p=.000).  The inclusion of political trust in the model significantly 

reduces the differences in economic satisfaction between Blacks and Indians and 

between the Mixed group and Indians.  Political trust explains about 24% of the 

difference in economic satisfaction between Blacks and Indians and 22% of the 

difference between the Mixed group and Indians (p=.000).  Thus, trust in political 



 

53 

institutions is an important cause of economic satisfaction and is able to explain a 

significant proportion of the differences across ethnic groups, even after controlling for 

demographic factors, SES indicators, and recent changes in economic situation.  The 

addition of political trust to the model improves the model fit by 0.6% (pseudo R2 = 

.091).   

Model 5 is also estimated using a smaller analytic sample (N=2,014) which 

includes only observed values for political trust (columns 3a and 3b of Table 3).  Unlike 

the model with the multiply imputed sample, this model reports no significant effects of 

any of the income categories or education on economic satisfaction.  It deceptively 

shows that controlling for political trust eliminates the effect of SES on economic 

satisfaction.  Second, analysis of only observed values overestimates the effect of 

political trust on reducing differences in economic satisfaction between Blacks and 

Indians and between the Mixed group and Indians; analysis of the multiply imputed 

sample indicate that this reduction is slightly more modest.  The observed sample also 

shows that controlling for political trust eliminates the difference in economic satisfaction 

between Amerindians and Indians, while the multiply imputed sample indicates that a 

difference between these groups persists.  The differences in estimates between these 

two models may be attributable to different rates of missingness across ethnic and SES 

groups.  This non-random missingness is controlled for in the multiply imputed sample.   

Since the descriptive statistics indicate that SES and political trust may have 

different effects on economic satisfaction for different ethnic groups, the full model 

(using the multiply imputed analytic sample) is stratified by ethnic group.  The results 

show that political trust affects economic satisfaction for all groups, except Amerindians 



 

54 

(Table 5-3).  The effects for Indians and Blacks are not significantly different from each 

other.  For the Mixed group, political trust is slightly less important than for Indians and 

Blacks.  The unimportance of political trust for Amerindians may be due to their relative 

isolation compared with the rest of the population and the low perceived effectiveness of 

government policies in reaching the hinterland and its Amerindian population.  The 

Mixed group, Indians, and Blacks, on the other hand, reside in the urban and rural 

regions, where government policies are more capable of reaching.   

The results also show that recent economic improvement is much more important 

for Amerindians and Mixed people than for Blacks and Indians.  Economic change may 

be less important for Blacks and Indians because these two groups are more 

entrenched in ethnic and political animosity than are the Amerindian and Mixed groups.  

The support of the majority of Indians for one political party and of the majority of Blacks 

for the other major party is largely attributable to the historical (and contemporary) 

political and ethnic polarization between these groups.  Political trust is more likely to 

matter for groups that display a high degree of political partisanship, especially when 

this partisanship is rooted in ethnic conflict.  As previously mentioned, Amerindians are 

relatively isolated from the other ethnic groups and are not part of this ethnic conflict 

(though, this is not to say that they are unaffected by it).  The Mixed group, with many of 

its members being both Indian and Black, display lower levels of partisanship as a 

whole.  The partisanship that members of this group may show is likely to be largely 

attributable to their identification with one ethnic group over the others.     
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Table 5-1. Predicting economic satisfaction with SES and political trust (N = 2,329). 

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

Economic satisfaction      
Black (Indian) 0.434*** 0.399*** 0.411*** 0.461*** 0.553*** 
 (0.042) (0.041) (0.042) (0.048) (0.060) 
  Amerindian 0.583*** 0.624*** 0.738* 0.723* 0.724* 
 (0.071) (0.077) (0.103) (0.102) (0.103) 
  Mixed 0.568*** 0.560*** 0.597*** 0.599*** 0.669*** 
 (0.059) (0.061) (0.067) (0.068) (0.077) 
Urban 0.955 0.872 0.820* 0.818* 0.880 
 (0.082) (0.080) (0.076) (0.077) (0.084) 
Female 0.983 1.005 0.999 0.991 0.993 
 (0.073) (0.078) (0.078) (0.078) (0.078) 
Age 0.982*** 0.984*** 0.984*** 0.987*** 0.988*** 
 (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
Years schooling  1.032** 1.023+ 1.022+ 1.027* 
  (0.012) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
Income 1-10,000 (no income)  1.023 1.056 1.021 1.011 
  (0.209) (0.217) (0.212) (0.210) 
  10-20 (000s)  1.254 1.283 1.120 1.101 
  (0.231) (0.237) (0.210) (0.206) 
  20-40  1.293 1.297 1.261 1.224 
  (0.225) (0.226) (0.223) (0.217) 
  40-60  1.611** 1.582* 1.395+ 1.365+ 
  (0.288) (0.284) (0.255) (0.249) 
  60-90  1.743** 1.661* 1.513* 1.502* 
  (0.342) (0.329) (0.304) (0.301) 
  90-150  1.325 1.243 1.117 1.115 
  (0.279) (0.265) (0.244) (0.243) 
  >150  1.805* 1.737* 1.429 1.508 
  (0.462) (0.453) (0.382) (0.406) 
Asset index   0.994 1.003 0.998 
   (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) 
Potable water indoors   1.299** 1.222* 1.199+ 
   (0.130) (0.124) (0.121) 
Indoor bathroom   1.163 1.100 1.114 
   (0.130) (0.124) (0.126) 
Econ. change worse (Same)    0.259*** 0.271*** 
    (0.025) (0.027) 
  Better    1.954*** 1.902*** 
    (0.197) (0.193) 
Political trust     1.020*** 
     (0.004) 
Log Likelihood -2,959 -2,944 -2,936 -2,768 -2,750 
R2-pseudo 0.022 0.027 0.029 0.085 0.091 
Exponentiated coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses; Reference categories in parentheses.  
+
 p < 0.10, 

*
 p < 0.05, 

**
 p < 0.01, 

***
 p < 0.001 
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Table 5-2. Comparing results between multiply imputed sample and observed sample 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(1a) (1b) (2a) (2b) (3a) (3b) 

Years schooling 1.018 1.028* 1.015 1.022+ 1.021 1.027* 

 (0.012) (0.011) (0.014) (0.013) (0.014) (0.013) 

Income 1-10,000 (none) 0.879 0.955 0.968 1.021 0.946 1.011 

 (0.201) (0.194) (0.225) (0.212) (0.220) (0.210) 

  10-20 (000s) 1.125 1.127 1.208 1.120 1.169 1.101 

 (0.231) (0.205) (0.254) (0.210) (0.245) (0.206) 
  20-40 1.184 1.259 1.272 1.261 1.220 1.224 

 (0.230) (0.217) (0.252) (0.223) (0.241) (0.217) 

  40-60 1.370 1.470* 1.392 1.395+ 1.347 1.365+ 

 (0.271) (0.259) (0.283) (0.255) (0.273) (0.249) 

  60-90 1.388 1.531* 1.486+ 1.513* 1.447+ 1.502* 

 (0.296) (0.295) (0.327) (0.304) (0.318) (0.301) 

  90-150 1.091 1.194 1.061 1.117 1.050 1.115 

 (0.249) (0.247) (0.253) (0.244) (0.251) (0.243) 

  >150 1.665+ 1.731* 1.446 1.429 1.542 1.508 

 (0.449) (0.432) (0.413) (0.382) (0.443) (0.406) 

Black (Indian)   0.489*** 0.461*** 0.596*** 0.553*** 

   (0.054) (0.048) (0.069) (0.060) 
  Amerindian   0.818 0.723* 0.801 0.724* 

   (0.126) (0.102) (0.124) (0.103) 

  Mixed   0.652*** 0.599*** 0.739* 0.669*** 

   (0.079) (0.068) (0.091) (0.077) 

Urban   0.766** 0.818* 0.826+ 0.880 

   (0.078) (0.077) (0.085) (0.084) 

Female   0.991 0.991 0.992 0.993 

   (0.084) (0.078) (0.084) (0.078) 

Age   0.988*** 0.987*** 0.988*** 0.988*** 

   (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

Asset index   1.006 1.003 0.997 0.998 

   (0.034) (0.031) (0.033) (0.031) 
Potable water indoors   1.155 1.222* 1.126 1.199+ 

   (0.126) (0.124) (0.124) (0.121) 

Indoor bathroom   1.167 1.100 1.186 1.114 

   (0.142) (0.124) (0.145) (0.126) 

Econ. change worse (Same)   0.267*** 0.259*** 0.280*** 0.271*** 

   (0.028) (0.025) (0.030) (0.027) 

  Better   1.866*** 1.954*** 1.807*** 1.902*** 

   (0.201) (0.197) (0.195) (0.193) 

Political trust     1.022*** 1.020*** 

     (0.004) (0.004) 

Log Likelihood -2,606 -3,011 -2,406 -2,768 -2,388 -2,750 

R2-pseudo 0.003 0.005 0.080 0.085 0.087 0.091 
Exponentiated coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses; Reference categories in parentheses. 
Models 1a, 2a, and 3a are based on an analytic sample of only observed values (N=2,014). 
Models 1b, 2b, and 3b are based on an analytic sample including multiply imputed values (N=2,329). 
+
 p < 0.10, 

*
 p < 0.05, 

**
 p < 0.01, 

***
 p < 0.001 
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Table 5-3. Effects of political trust and SES on economic satisfaction, stratified by ethnic 
group 

 Full 
Sample 

Amerindians Indians Blacks Mixed 

Economic satisfaction      
Urban 0.880 1.746 0.905 0.769+ 0.907 
 (0.084) (0.871) (0.159) (0.119) (0.185) 
Female 0.993 0.686+ 0.991 1.099 0.943 
 (0.078) (0.151) (0.133) (0.163) (0.165) 
Age 0.988*** 0.988 0.977*** 0.994 0.992 
 (0.003) (0.008) (0.005) (0.005) (0.006) 
Years schooling 1.027* 1.038 0.996 1.056* 1.014 
 (0.013) (0.034) (0.021) (0.027) (0.030) 
Income 1-10,000 (no income) 1.011 0.619 1.102 0.786 1.989 
 (0.210) (0.316) (0.370) (0.321) (1.041) 
  10-20 (000s) 1.101 0.904 1.105 1.062 1.094 
 (0.206) (0.427) (0.338) (0.390) (0.496) 
  20-40 1.224 1.199 1.279 0.870 1.716 
 (0.217) (0.560) (0.357) (0.306) (0.750) 
  40-60 1.365+ 0.871 1.771+ 1.006 1.552 
 (0.249) (0.445) (0.528) (0.363) (0.653) 
  60-90 1.502* 1.136 2.131* 0.966 2.099+ 
 (0.301) (0.704) (0.710) (0.372) (0.937) 
  90-150 1.115 0.526 1.295 0.712 1.704 
 (0.243) (0.357) (0.467) (0.301) (0.809) 
  >150 1.508 0.325 1.305 3.255* 1.993 
 (0.406) (0.257) (0.603) (1.686) (1.095) 
Asset index 0.998 0.994 0.914+ 1.092 1.012 
 (0.031) (0.107) (0.046) (0.065) (0.071) 
Potable water indoors 1.199+ 0.584 1.406* 1.351+ 1.173 
 (0.121) (0.195) (0.239) (0.246) (0.266) 
Indoor bathroom 1.114 2.662* 1.085 0.831 1.270 
 (0.126) (1.220) (0.189) (0.172) (0.346) 
Econ. change worse (Same) 0.271*** 0.224*** 0.263*** 0.277*** 0.264*** 
 (0.027) (0.061) (0.046) (0.048) (0.058) 
  Better 1.902*** 2.312** 1.778*** 1.618* 2.364*** 
 (0.193) (0.660) (0.291) (0.330) (0.525) 
Political trust 1.020*** 0.988 1.030*** 1.026*** 1.023** 
 (0.004) (0.010) (0.006) (0.006) (0.008) 
R2-pseudo 0.091 0.097 0.088 0.093 0.090 
Observations 2329 318 832 675 486 
Exponentiated coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses 
Reference categories in parentheses. 
+
 p < 0.10, 

*
 p < 0.05, 

**
 p < 0.01, 

***
 p < 0.001 
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CHAPTER 6 
DISCUSSION 

The findings show that political trust is a significant predictor of economic 

satisfaction.  Importantly, controlling for political trust explains about 24% of the 

difference in economic satisfaction between Blacks and Indians and about 22% of the 

difference between Mixed people and Indians.   

The results indicate that Guyanese citizens take into consideration evaluations of 

the performance of political institutions when they evaluate their own economic 

situations.  Those who have more trust in the political institutions are more likely to have 

high levels of economic satisfaction.  A possible mechanism which explains this 

relationship may be that individuals are making comparisons between their current 

household income and their expected household income.  In the context of occupational 

and residential segregation, government policies may disproportionately benefit a 

particular ethnic group over the others, even in the absence of the intent to discriminate.  

For instance, setting up solar panels in the hinterland to provide energy to Amerindian 

communities, which almost exclusively comprise the population of this region, may lead 

to higher levels of political trust for Amerindians than for other groups (United Nations 

Development Programme 2011).  Alternatively, improving the irrigation system may 

benefit Indians disproportionately, as they are more likely to be farmers; in turn, Indians 

may have higher levels of political trust than other groups.  On the other hand, failure to 

make improvements to areas that predominantly consist of Black residents, such as 

renovating roads, may be seen by these residents as indication of discrimination 

(Stabroek News 2011).   
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Moreover, the PPP/C government’s anti-poverty policies have led to improvements 

in the economic situations and living conditions of the population’s neediest groups.  

These groups may perceive that their current economic situations are close to their 

expected economic situations, given their lower levels of education compared with 

wealthier groups.  So, their economic satisfaction is relatively high because they 

perceive the conditions put in place by the political institutions to be conducive to good 

economic circumstances.  Since, on average, Indians and Amerindians have lower SES 

than do Blacks and the Mixed group, there may be a smaller discrepancy between 

current and expected economic situation for Indians and Amerindians than for Blacks 

and Mixed people.  The latter groups may perceive the conditions produced by the 

government to be unfavorable or even discriminatory.  For instance, groups with higher 

average income may perceive the government’s anti-poverty policies to be a hindrance 

to economic growth.  They may believe that investments in the poor are to the detriment 

of the middle and upper classes.  In this case, public policies geared toward the 

economic interests of the middle- and upper-class would lead to substantial 

improvements in the economic situation of these classes.  In the absence of these 

policies, however, the higher-SES groups may believe there to be a great difference 

between their current and their expected incomes.  So, people with higher SES report 

lower levels of economic satisfaction than people with lower SES because the former 

perceive a greater discrepancy between their current and expected economic situations.   

As the data show, the groups with lowest levels of income are the Indians and 

Amerindians.  Since these groups benefit from the government’s development policies, 

they seem to be placing more trust in the political institutions than are Blacks and Mixed 
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people.  Of course, since the PPP is widely perceived to be a pro-Indian party, the 

higher levels of political trust reported by Indians may be simply due to spill-over effects 

of Indians having higher levels of trust in members of their own group.  However, the 

spillover effect does not explain the high levels of trust reported by Amerindians, who 

are by far the most economically disadvantaged group.   

If individuals are evaluating their economic situations based on the performance of 

national and local political institutions, then we expect to find a positive relationship 

between improvements in economic situation and economic satisfaction.  Put another 

way, government policies that benefit a group and lead to real improvements in this 

group’s economic situation should result in higher levels of economic satisfaction 

among the members of this group.  In this sense, individuals are comparing their current 

economic situations to their past economic situations, and may attribute the change 

partially to government policies.  The degree to which they assign responsibility for 

these changes to government depends on their view of the role of government (i.e. 

whether government has a regulatory role to play in the economy and whether it should 

be responsible for redistributing resources) and on the effectiveness of government 

(e.g. whether government allocates tax revenues efficiently and is able to carry out its 

intentions through legislation and policies).  With the direct relationship between political 

trust and economic satisfaction, it appears that Guyanese citizens are attributing some 

responsibility to government for their economic situations.  The theory of temporal 

relative deprivation finds support in the case of Guyana.  There is a positive relationship 

between improvement in economic situation and economic satisfaction and a negative 

relationship between worsening of economic situation and economic satisfaction.  



 

61 

Nevertheless, political trust remains a significant predictor of economic satisfaction, 

even after controlling for change in economic situation.  

The inclusion of political trust in studies of economic satisfaction provides a partial 

explanation for dramatic differences in economic satisfaction among different ethnic 

groups in an ethnically polarized society.  Ethic group differences in political trust 

indicate perceptions of government discrimination and help to shape economic 

expectations for the future.  The study of economic satisfaction proves important 

because individuals’ economic situations can be greatly affected by state processes.  

Assuming the validity of social contract theory (which holds that individuals enter a 

contract with the state, in which individuals sacrifice some liberties for protection and 

security from the state), the state is responsible for providing at least the necessities for 

all of its citizens.  In contrast to life satisfaction, which may be affected heavily by 

psychological factors that are out of the state’s control, economic satisfaction depends 

strongly on macro-level forces.  Even with increased deregulation in recent decades, 

governments still play an important role in the economic process, whether through direct 

ownership of resources or through the regulation of private-sector corporations and 

labor standards. Furthermore, economic growth (or perceptions thereof) has been cited 

as significant predictors of popular support for government (Avery 2009; Chanley, 

Rudolph, and Rahn 2000).  It is, therefore, in the interests of the public and policy-

makers to improve economic satisfaction among the population.   
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSION 

This study depicts the importance of political trust for theories of economic 

satisfaction.  Individuals consider a number of factors when evaluating their economic 

satisfaction, including SES, recent change in economic situation, and economic 

situation compared to others.  In ethnically polarized societies, this study finds that 

political trust also matters for economic satisfaction.  Given that individuals believe that 

government has the ability to shape their economic situations, individuals consider the 

trustworthiness of the government when forming their economic expectations for the 

future.  Their trust in government is likely to alter their expectations and, therefore, alter 

their comparisons between their current and expected future economic situations.   

In ethnically polarized societies where ethnic and political divisions align, one 

political party often draws the majority of its support from a particular ethnic group.  

Some of the actions that this party took in the past come to be identified as favoritism 

toward this ethnic group and as discrimination against other groups.  In this case, voters 

are likely to consider the history of discrimination and patronage of political parties when 

making their selections for public office.  The remembrance of this history prolongs 

political partisanship and reinforces ethnic divisions.   

Guyana is used as a case study because it is an ethnically polarized society with a 

history of racial politics.  Since the two main political parties are perceived to favor a 

particular ethnic group over others, political trust is expected to be an important factor in 

determining economic satisfaction.  LAPOP data from 2009 are analyzed using 2,329 

cases.  Nested regression models are estimated to determine the effects of political 

trust, SES, and change in economic situation on economic satisfaction. 
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Consistent with previous research, this study finds that socio-economic status is 

an important determinant of economic satisfaction.  Individuals with high income and 

high level of schooling are likely to have higher economic satisfaction compared to 

those with low income and education.  Standard of living is also found to be very 

important for Amerindians, the most economically disadvantaged group; ownership of 

an indoor bathroom explains much of the difference in economic satisfaction between 

Amerindians and Indians.  In addition to SES, recent changes in economic situation are 

shown to be very important factors for economic satisfaction.  Compared to those who 

have experienced no recent change in their economic situations, those who have 

experienced recent improvements are much more likely to be economically satisfied; on 

the other hand, those who have experienced recent worsening in their economic 

situations are much less likely to be economically satisfied.  SES and economic change 

do little to explain the differences in economic satisfaction across ethnic groups, 

however.  A significant proportion of these ethnic differences are explained by variation 

in political trust; when accounting for political trust, the differences in economic 

satisfaction between Indians and Blacks and between Indians and the Mixed group are 

significantly reduced.   

After controlling for socio-demographic factors and change in economic situation, 

political trust is found to have a significant direct effect on economic satisfaction.  This 

finding is as expected.  In Guyana, individuals consider the trustworthiness of political 

institutions as they evaluate their economic situations.  Since Indians are shown to have 

the highest levels of political trust, this may explain why they also have higher economic 

satisfaction than do Blacks and Mixed people, though the latter have higher SES.  The 
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results point to the insufficiency of a model which omits political trust.  In ethnically 

polarized societies, individuals not only consider their SES and recent changes in 

economic situation, but they also consider the political environment when assessing 

their economic situations.  The belief in the ability and willingness of the government to 

improve his or her economic situation influences an individual’s economic expectations 

for the future.   

This study, however, is limited to the case of Guyana – a society characterized by 

extreme ethnic polarization.  Though it is expected that political trust will have similar 

importance for economic satisfaction in other ethnically polarized societies, the results 

of this study should not be extrapolated to other societies.  The importance of political 

trust is even less known for non-ethnically polarized societies.  Furthermore, this study 

omitted a key factor in socio-economic status and economic satisfaction – occupation.  

Due to the large number of missing cases for this variable, it could not be included in 

the analysis.  Occupational status (i.e. whether an individual is employed, 

underemployed, unemployed, etc.) is also omitted from the analysis because the 

response categories for this question were not mutually exclusive.  There is little reason 

to believe, however, that the inclusion of occupation and occupational status in the 

analysis would have reduced the effect of political trust on economic satisfaction.     

Additionally, this study could not account for comparisons between an individual’s 

SES with local others.  The most specific spatial units included in the LAPOP 

questionnaire are the ten regions by which Guyana is divided.  Most of these regions 

include both urban and rural areas and are not homogeneous with respect to 

occupations or socio-economic status of residents.  A binary variable indicating 
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residence in an urban or rural area is included in the analysis in an attempt to control for 

differences among individuals living in totally dissimilar residential areas, but this is 

admittedly a very crude control.   

While I propose that political trust affects economic satisfaction by altering 

economic expectations for the future, this mechanism cannot be verified in this study.  

Economic expectations are not observed and their dependence on political trust cannot 

be stated with certainty.   

Nevertheless, the findings of this study indicate a direct relationship between 

political trust and economic satisfaction.  Individuals appear to be assessing the political 

environment when forming evaluations of their economic situations.  Whether or not 

they believe that the government is working to their benefit affects their economic 

outlook.  Previous studies on political trust focus on the effect of economic satisfaction 

on political trust, but this study indicates that the relationship is not unidirectional.  By 

modifying expectations for the future, political trust affects economic satisfaction.  While 

it is important for political candidates in most, if not all, societies to focus on economic 

growth and job creation, this study points to the importance of building trust with voters.  

Trust has both a direct and indirect effect on voter choice.  Voters who have high levels 

of trust will be more likely to vote for a candidate based on his or her personal 

characteristics (e.g. honest and fair), and will also be more likely to vote for this 

candidate based on his or her economic policies (because trust improves economic 

satisfaction).  It is in the interest, therefore, of governments to build trust among its 

citizens through policies that benefit all groups and to expand its support to include 

voters who were previously alienated.   
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