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Amidst a flood of new survey results, people selectively determine which results to trust. These
decisions may be shaped by perceived methodological quality, the survey’s sponsor or platform,
and various individual political and non-political characteristics. This study examined the factors
that drive trustworthiness assessments of survey results in the two countries. Study 1 replicated
the study of Stadtmüller et al. (2022), Study 2 extended the original study by applying the same
experimental design to a more contested and politicized issue (immigration). In online panel
surveys, respondents were asked to rate hypothetical survey results. Survey quality information,
sponsors, and survey results varied in the vignettes. The results show that most of the findings of
Stadtmüller et al. (2022) travel well across survey topics and countries. Individual characteristics
explain more than survey quality information, larger sample sizes enhance trust, and individ-
uals with higher levels of education attribute more importance to methodological information,
regardless of the topic, in both countries. Our study brought nuance to the original findings by
showing that the extent to which individuals incorporate survey quality information depends on
the degree of controversy and politicization associated with the survey topic.
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1 Introduction

Surveys play a pivotal role in democratic processes by pro-
viding a means to measure public opinion, allowing poli-
cymakers and decision-makers to make informed choices
that align with the needs and preferences of the people,
thus fostering a more inclusive and participatory democ-
racy (Brodie et al. 2021; Gallup and Rae 1940; Newport
et al. 2013; Shapiro 2011; Verba 1996). With the spread of
online polling methods (Couper 2013), there may be more
survey results in news headlines than ever before (Madson
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and Hillygus 2020). Consequently, people are constantly
exposed to a plethora of survey findings that may shape their
everyday decisions and behaviors. Findings about the pub-
lic’s position on certain issues (e.g., candidate chances) aid
individuals in reevaluating their existing beliefs (Boudreau
and McCubbins 2010; Chia and Chang 2017) and adjust-
ing their actions accordingly (Alabrese 2022; Ansolabehere
and Iyengar 1994; Blais et al. 2006; Dawson 2022; Morwitz
and Pluzinski 1996).

Nevertheless, for survey results to effectively foster
democratic processes and serve as reliable reference points,
they are contingent on the trust placed in them by the pub-
lic. There are several reasons why people would choose
not to trust survey results.

For example, people may be concerned about the
methodology of the survey and the quality of the data
(Salwen 1987). The rapidly growing use of non-probabil-
ity-based online survey methods that do not necessarily
enable accurate generalizations on broader populations, has
contributed to a perceived decline in the overall quality of
survey research (Baker et al. 2016; Stadtmüller et al. 2022).
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However, because of the decreasing response rates world-
wide, even probability-based surveys encounter challenges
in maintaining quality standards.

Another reason for the lack of trust may be the failure to
provide transparent information regarding the survey. De-
spite the importance of transparency and available standards
for disclosure of survey methodology (e.g., AAPOR 2021;
Seidenberg et al. 2023), both media (Bhatti and Pedersen
2016; Meyer 1990; Miller and Hurd 1982; Portilla et al.
2016) and academia (Stefkovics et al. 2024; von Hermanni
and Lemcke 2017) tend not to comply with these standards.

A related potential source of distrust can be the biases
journalists introduce in the interpretation of survey results.
Examples of this include unsubstantiated reports of change
due to the demand for horse race coverage (Bhatti and Ped-
ersen 2016; Larsen 2021).

Finally, people may distrust survey results regardless of
their methodological background due to motivated reason-
ing or political motivation. Research shows that people tend
to reject information that contradicts their current beliefs
and accept those that align with their viewpoints (Bolsen et
al. 2014; Kunda 1990; Kuru et al. 2017, 2020; Redlawsk
2002; Tsfati 2001). Irrespective of the results, individuals
may perceive poll results as unreliable because of a lack
of trust in the credibility of their source or because of per-
ceived partisan leaning of their source (Chia and Chang
2017; Searles et al. 2018). Moreover, politicization of the
survey research field can create a perception among many
individuals that the survey takers or the survey results are
subject to political manipulation, leading to biased out-
comes (Lelkes et al. 2017; Madson and Hillygus 2020).
Amidst declining trust in science and the growing political
polarization of the media landscape in Western democra-
cies (Huber et al. 2019; Krause et al. 2019; Lorenz-Spreen
et al. 2023), it is plausible that such perceptions emerge.

A handful of studies addressed the formulation of trust
in surveys (Kuru et al. 2017, 2020; Madson and Hillygus
2020; Stadtmüller et al. 2022). Kuru et al. (2017) experi-
mentally manipulated survey reports about gun control and
abortion and varied the poll outcome (support/oppose),
the media outlet disseminating the survey (FoxNews/
MSNBC), and the extent of methodological information
provided (none/extensive). They found evidence for moti-
vated reasoning, as the preexisting attitudes of respondents
were the strongest factor in determining the perceived
credibility of poll results, while they reported non-signifi-
cant findings about the role of the news source and mixed
findings about the role of the methodological details. The
findings of Madson and Hillygus (2020) corroborated these
results. In two studies, they found that respondents eval-
uated polls on both candidates’ chances and policy issues
as more credible when the majority opinion in the survey
matched their views.

In another study, Kuru et al. (2020) presented the re-
sults of two election polls about candidate preferences in
the 2016 US presidential election and varied whether the
polls exhibited consistent or divergent results regarding the
leading candidates and whether the polls consistently dem-
onstrated high or low methodological quality. Respondents
tended to perceive polls as more credible when they indi-
cated that their preferred candidate was in the lead. They
also found a moderating effect of education: highly ed-
ucated respondents were better at accurately identifying
high-quality polls, whereas less educated respondents’ bias
decreased when presented with polls of varying method-
ological quality.

In contrast to Kuru et al. (2017, 2020), Stadtmüller et
al. (2022) examined trust in surveys in the case of a non-
salient, less contested issue. They varied the results of a
survey on tax allowances for commuters due to rising gaso-
line prices, the survey sponsor, the sample balance, the
sample size, and the sampling method. Their results in-
dicated that perceptions of trustworthiness were minimally
influenced by survey quality information compared to re-
spondent characteristics, although sample size and balance
mattered. They also found that the importance of method-
ological details increased in accordance with the cognitive
abilities of the respondents.

With this paper, we contribute to the literature by at-
tempting to replicate the vignette experiment of Stadtmüller
et al. (2022) in two other countries (the US and Hungary)
and extend their approach to a more controversial issue (ef-
fects of migration). Choosing the US as a location was jus-
tified given that a substantial number of previous research
studies in this field have been conducted there, making it a
good benchmark. Our study can show if one can make gen-
eralizable claims based on findings from such a well-studied
country. Hungary, on the other hand, presents a unique po-
litical and social landscape, which is different from many
Western countries. For instance, Hungary’s democracy is
relatively younger compared to established democracies
like Germany or the US. The maturity of a democracy can
significantly influence public attitudes towards institutions
(Badescu 2004) which may include polling institutions and
surveys in general.

Study 1 aimed to determine the extent to which the find-
ings of Stadtmüller et al. (2022) replicate and generalize to
other countries. On the other hand, Study 2’s main ques-
tion was whether the formation of trust in surveys remains
consistent when examining both contested and uncontested
issues. While previous findings have provided suggestive
evidence regarding this question, our study was specifically
designed to offer more precise comparisons by conducting
identical experiments simultaneously in the same countries.
The data collection and the study were pre-registered be-
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fore the data collection. The pre-registration for the study
is available here: https://osf.io/v2x9w

2 Hypotheses

The formulation of our hypotheses was guided by the re-
search questions raised in Stadtmüller et al. (2022)’s orig-
inal study. Their first question was related to the relative
importance of survey quality information for the perceived
trustworthiness of the survey result. Their results and other
earlier findings (Kuru et al. 2017, 2020) suggest that the
relative importance of survey quality information is smaller
than the role of individual characteristics. Individual cha-
racteristics cover gender, age, highest level of education,
and trust in science. We hypothesized that:

H1: Individual characteristics will explain more of the
variance of trust in survey results than vignette cha-
racteristics (i.e. survey quality information) in both
studies.

Even if individual characteristics carry more weight in influ-
encing the development of trust in survey results, method-
ological quality may still moderate individual biases (Kuru
et al. 2017, 2020) and certain aspects of survey quality may
be more relevant than others (Stadtmüller et al. 2022). Stadt-
müller et al. (2022) reported that sample size and sample
representativeness significantly affected perceived trustwor-
thiness; thus, we hypothesized that:

H2: Sample size and sample representativeness will
have the strongest effect on trust in survey results
among survey quality information. A larger sample
size and when the survey is described as representa-
tive will indicate higher levels of trust.

Earlier evidence suggests that the use of survey quality in-
formation is not uniform in every segment of society (Kuru
et al. 2017, 2020; Stadtmüller et al. 2022). In particular,
those with higher cognitive ability may be more likely to
be familiar with and pay more attention to the methodolog-
ical details of a survey, since cognitive abilities form the
fundamental basis for engaging in deep information pro-
cessing and understanding of incoming messages (Acker-
man 1988; Chaiken 1980). More educated respondents were
found to be more likely to identify high-quality polls accu-
rately (Kuru et al. 2020), and give more relevance to survey
quality information (Stadtmüller et al. 2022), thus we hy-
pothesize that:

H3: Those with lower levels of education or lower lev-
els of cognitive ability will use survey characteristics

less when assessing trust in survey results (i.e. vignette
characteristics will explain less of the variance of trust
in survey results).

The first three hypotheses were applied to both studies.
In H4, we turn specifically to Study 2 and the impact of
changing the original study’s topic to a more contested and
salient issue. First, as the level of politicization increases
regarding the survey results, the role of individual (e.g., po-
litical) differences may become more significant in shaping
the development of trust in the survey results. Accordingly,
the survey quality aspects may matter less in salient politi-
cized issues. Second, building on the findings of Kuru et
al. (2017, 2020), we expected to find signs of motivated
reasoning when assessing trust in the survey results. In par-
ticular, respondents’ ideological and issue positions were
expected to have a strong direct effect on perceived trust-
worthiness.

H4: In Study 2, individual political variables will ex-
plain the most of the variance of trust in survey results

We did not formulate a hypothesis on country differences,
we rather focused on the change of variance explained by
individual characteristics when the topic is politicized (see
the difference between Study 1 and Study 2). Since political
variables were not included in Study 1, we decided not to
compare the two studies regarding explained variance.

3 Methods and Data

3.1 Experimental Designs

The experimental design in Study 1 replicated that of Stadt-
müller et al. (2022). We used the same vignettes: descrip-
tions of a fictitious survey on whether to grant commuters
higher tax benefits as a result of escalating gasoline prices
(see Table A1 for an example). Five dimensions (four with
two and one with 3-levels) were varied in the text: the survey
sponsor, results of the survey, sample balance, sample size,
and sampling method (see Table 1). The results of the survey
were used as a between-subject dimension only, whereas all
other dimensions were allowed to vary within respondents
as well. Thus, each respondent saw either ’61% good’ or
’61% bad’ vignettes. This design option was part of the
original study thus it was important for us not to deviate
from it. We believe the original study’s authors’ rationale
to use survey result as a between-subject dimension was
that the original study focused on the the role of method-
ological information and not on how much it affects con-
fidence when the results are closer to what we think about

https://osf.io/v2x9w
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Table 1

Summary of Study 1 and Study 2

Study Dimension Level Design

Study 1 Survey source/sponsor AAA; ATRI/Hungarian Autoclub; TDRC Within and between

Survey result 36% favor higher tax allowances; 72% favor higher tax allowances Between only

Sample balance Nothing mentioned; “representative” Within and between

Sample size 100; 1000; 1.000 respondents Within and between

Sampling method Nothing mentioned; Random selection added Within and between

Study 2 Survey source/sponsor CNN; Fox News/Magyar Nemzet; HVG Within and between

Survey result 61% say it is bad; 61% say it is good Between only

Sample balance Nothing mentioned; “representative” Within and between

Sample size 100; 1000; 1.000 respondents Within and between

Sampling method Nothing mentioned; Random selection added Within and between

Note: AAA=The American Automobile Association, ATRI=American Transportation Research Institute, TDRC=Transportation Development
Research Center

the world. In the original study, the first two contextual di-
mensions were manipulated to assess the vignettes’ ecolog-
ical validity, while three other methodological dimensions
were identified as “important quality indicators by survey
statisticians” (Stadtmüller et al. 2022). Admittedly some
of these measures are rarely used as survey quality indi-
cators in science (sample size, “representativity”), yet they
may still serve as familiar reference points for an average
member of the general population. That is because these
terms are indeed frequently mentioned in news and public
discourse concerning the credibility and accuracy of polls
and surveys. We needed to deviate from the original texts
of Stadtmüller et al. (2022) in one of the dimensions and
customise the names of the survey sponsors to align with
each country’s context.1 No changes were made to other di-
mensions. This design resulted in 48 unique vignettes. Each
respondent received a random set of four vignettes and was
asked to assess their level of trust in the survey results us-
ing a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all trustworthy)
to 7 (completely trustworthy).2 Note, that respondents had
assessed their level of trust for four individual vignettes
and not, for instance, contrasting two survey reports as in a
conjoint experiment.

Study 2 used the same experimental design, but the
survey descriptions had different contextual characteristics
(see Table 1). The survey in Study 2 was about the per-
ceived economic impact of immigration (61% of Ameri-
cans/Hungarians say that it is generally good/bad for the
American/Hungarian economy that people come to live here

1 In contrast to Stadtmüller et al. (2022) we used real research institu-
tions to make the vignettes sound more realistic.
2 ’Do not know’ or ’Refused’ options were not displayed, instead re-
spondents were allowed to skip the question.

from other countries). Our goal in using immigration as a
central issue was to provide a more politicized context.
Recently, debates surrounding immigration policies, border
control, and the integration of migrants have sparked pas-
sionate discussions, and parties across the political spec-
trum have formulated distinct stances on immigration in
both Europe and the United States (Baker and Edmonds
2021; Buonfino 2004; Grande et al. 2019). Specifically,
Donald Trump in the US (Campani et al. 2022; Flores
2018) and Viktor Orbán in Hungary (Biró-Nagy 2018; Boda
and Rakovics 2022) prominently placed immigration as a
central issue in their political agenda. We chose 61% instead
of the proportion used in Study 1 (72 vs. 36%), because we
suspected that tighter results would appear as a more real-
istic outcome. Accordingly, we used FoxNews and CNN in
the US and Magyar Nemzet (Hungarian Nation) and HVG
(Weekly World Economy) in Hungary as survey sponsors.3

Besides this, the methodological dimensions were constant
between Studies 1 and 2.

3.2 Measures for Controlling Purposes

The measures used by Stadtmüller et al. (2022) were
adapted for our study. We measured age (in years), gender
(male coded as 1, and female coded as 2), highest level of
education (high school or lower and diploma), and trust in

3 Magyar Nemzet is among the most longstanding daily newspapers in
Hungary. After several recent owner changes, Magyar Nemzet is now
one of the leading pro-government (conservative) media outlets (Ba-
torfy and Urban 2020) in Hungary. HVG, another longstanding news-
paper, in contrast, is recognized for its left-leaning political stance and
consistently critical viewpoints toward the current government.
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science (1-4 graded scale).4 In addition to the strict repli-
cation analysis, we used additional measures. Stadtmüller
et al. (2022) used the educational level as a proxy for
cognitive abilities. Although research has shown that cog-
nitive ability is strongly correlated with educational level
(Ceci 1991), we decided to add a more finite measure of
mathematical cognition to our survey and implemented the
Subjective Numeracy Scale (SNS) (Fagerlin et al. 2007).5

We calculated the mean values of the scale items. The
Cronbach Alpha value was 0.86 in Hungary and 0.81 in
the US. For Study 2, political interest (on a scale of 1 to
5), left–right ideological position (on a scale of 1 to 7), and
issue position (beliefs about the perceived economic impact
of immigration with a standard question of the ESS6) were
measured. The full questionnaire can be found in the pre-
registration.

3.3 Analytical Strategy

3.3.1 Study 1 – Replication Analysis

In our replication analysis (Study 1), we followed the ap-
proach of Stadtmüller et al. (2022). Multilevel mixed-ef-
fects linear regression models were fitted hierarchically.
This allowed us to test H1 by differentiating between the
relative importance of within- and between-subject vari-
ance, as well as the variance explained on different analyt-
ical levels. We started with null models and then added
vignette- (Model 1), and respondent-level characteristics
(Model 2). We proceeded by adding interactions between
the vignette-level variables (Model 3). The same model was
used to test H2. To test H3, this approach was replicated
by splitting the sample into low and highly-educated re-
spondents. We deviated from the original study’s approach
in two ways. First, the relatively small sample size did not
allow for an analysis of variance (ANOVA). Second, due to
the problem of sample sizes and skewed distribution of the
educational level variable (towards the highly educated),
we faced limitations in confidently dividing the sample into

4 For those who did not answer that question, we imputed the mean
value of trust in other institutes and actors (politicians, political parties,
media). The Cronbach Alpha of the four questions was 0.78 in both
Hungary and the US.
5 In the US survey, we inadvertently omitted one item [When you hear
a weather forecast, do you prefer predictions using percentages (e.g.,
“there will be a 20% chance of rain today”) or predictions using only
words (e.g., “there is a small chance of rain today”)?] from the SNS
scale. Consequently, we only utilized the complete items that were
available in both countries.
6 Would you say it is generally bad or good for [country]’s economy
that people come to live here from other countries? 0 – Bad for the
economy, 10 – Good for the economy

three educational groups. As a result, we opted to use two
groups. As an extension of the original study, we replicated
this last step using numeracy skills (SNS scores) to split the
sample. We split the sample using mean SNS scores. As a
robustness check, we also report the estimates of multilevel
mixed-effects ordinal logistic regression models and the re-
sults of models where only the first vignettes answered by
respondents were included in the analysis.

3.3.2 Study 2 – Extension

To ensure comparability, we used the same analytical ap-
proach used in Study 1. Nevertheless, our interest extends to
examining the extent to which individual political charac-
teristics may modify these findings. To test H4, we used an
additional model after including the individual-level vari-
ables of Study 1 and added political interest and the left-
right position. Left-right was categorized into left (1-3),
middle and undecided (4 and DK/NA answers), and right
(5-7). We used left-right as a factor variable in our models.

To measure issue agreement, we calculated whether the
respondent’s issue position matched the survey result (1)
or not (0). We considered matching as 0-3 or 7–10 scores
(strong leaning) for the issue question.

Although we did not develop specific hypotheses about
the potential moderating effects of the political variables,
we ran some additional exploratory analyses. Based on
Kuru et al. (2017), we expected to find that political in-
terest and the left-right position would moderate the effect
of motivated reasoning on trust in survey results. We ex-
pected that motivated reasoning among those with higher
levels of political interest and those on the right side of the
political spectrum would matter more to trust in surveys.
We tested these effects with interaction terms between po-
litical interest, left-right ideology, and the match between
the respondent’s issue position and the survey result. We
also examined whether the sponsor of the study and the
political-ideological position of the respondents interacted
with each other. We carried out the analysis using the lme4
(Bates et al. 2015) and related packages in R. See the R
code of the analysis in the Data Availability section.

3.4 Data

Both Study 1 and Study 2 drew on two online surveys con-
ducted in the United States and Hungary. The U.S. dataset
utilized in this study was derived from the Harvard Digi-
tal Lab for Social Science (DLABSS), a non-probability-
based panel operated by Harvard University. The DLABSS
consists of voluntary survey respondents who are primar-
ily recruited through social media and other freely available
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sources. The pool of DLABSS volunteers is rapidly expand-
ing and currently comprises approximately 30,000 individ-
uals. Studies (Strange et al. 2019) have demonstrated that
volunteer panels such as DLABSS can successfully repli-
cate both classic and contemporary social science findings,
while also exhibiting high levels of overall response quality
that are comparable to paid subjects. As outlined in the pre-
registration, the determination of this sample size relied on
an estimated power analysis, employing an ANOVA design
with repeated measures and within-between interactions,
using G*Power (Faul et al. 2007). Based on the a priori cal-
culations, to achieve a 0.95 power with a 0.15 (small) effect
size, a minimum sample size of 432 was required in each
study, adding up to 864 for the whole survey. 14,009 panel
members were invited, and 1085 of them started the sur-
vey (participation rate: 12.9%). 1037 members completed
the survey, yielding a completion rate of 95.6%. After data
curation (removing respondents with missing data), 877 re-
spondents were included in our sample (447 in Study 1
and 430 in Study 2). The fieldwork was conducted between
May 14 and May 30, 2023.

The survey for the Hungarian study was conducted
through an online polling company, NRC, using a non-
probability access panel. The NRC panel comprises mem-
bers of over 140,000 individuals. We employed quota
sampling using quotas for gender, age, and geographical
region. The respondents of NRC surveys receive regu-
lar incentives from the company. The target sample size
was based on the same power calculation (864). 11,091
members were invited, 977 started the survey (participation
rate: 8.8%), and 900 completed it (completion rate: 92.1%).
After data curation, we had 884 respondents in the analyzed
sample (444 in Study 1 and 440 in Study 2). Fieldwork
was carried out between May 16 and May 23, 2023.

Importantly, compared to Stadtmüller et al. (2022), our
study’s sample size and statistical power were lower. Due
to the lower statistical power, we could only detect more
robust correlations; thus, we expected to find fewer signifi-
cant correlations in our data. However, this lower statistical
power does not cause hypothesis-testing problems. The data
used in this study is openly available for further analysis.
See the Data Availability section.

4 Results

4.1 Main Results

The mean of the trustworthiness question used as a de-
pendent variable was 4.11 in the Hungarian commuting vi-
gnettes and 3.76 in the migration vignettes, respectively
in a 1-7 scale. Thus, the political question yields a lower

mean trustworthiness score. This difference can also be ob-
served in US data (3.6 vs 3.39). The vignette-level results
also show that respondents in the Hungarian sample gave
higher trust ratings on average than those in the US, regard-
less of the survey. However, the overall measured value is
significantly lower than the mean of 4.5 obtained in the
Stadtmüller et al. (2022) study.

Our first hypothesis was that individual characteristics
explain more of the variance in trustworthiness ratings than
vignette characteristics do. In the Hungarian sample mea-
suring the trustworthiness of the commuting survey results,
81 percent of the variance was explained by individual cha-
racteristics. In contrast, 73 percent is explained by the indi-
vidual level in the more divisive migration topic7. Similarly,
in the US sample, although the variance explained at the in-
dividual level is lower (63 percent in both vignette designs),
individual differences matter more than survey quality in-
formation. Thus, H1 was confirmed, and the findings of the
original study were replicated in both countries and across
the two topics (see null models in Tables 2 and 3).

Including vignette features increased the model’s ex-
planatory power in both countries and studies but to dif-
ferent degrees. In the Hungarian commuting vignettes, the
total explanatory power was less than 1 percent after in-
cluding survey characteristics, compared to 7.7 percent in
the US sample that examined the same question. In Study
2, the total explanatory power was 6 percent after adding
the survey information variables in both countries.

Based on H2, we expected to find that the sample size
and sample representativeness matter the most among the
survey quality information (see Models with vignette di-
mensions in Tables 2 and 3). Across both studies and con-
sistently in both countries, as the sample size mentioned
in the survey description increased, the perceived trustwor-
thiness of the survey results also increased. The B values
suggest that the sample size had a more substantial effect
in the US survey, but no significant differences in B values
were observed along the survey topic. The importance of
representativeness was significant (and positive) only in the
Hungarian commuting study. Mentioning the random se-
lection of the respondents yielded mixed results, with two
significant and positive effects out of the four. Comparing
the B values, survey size consistently had the most sub-
stantial effect. Overall, the results partly confirmed H2 and
replicated the results found by Stadtmüller et al. (2022) re-
garding sample size but not sample balance. Concerning
other survey information, the survey result was only signif-
icant in Study 2 in Hungary, where the mean of survey trust
significantly increased (by 0.76 points) when the results of
the survey indicated a negative economic effect of immi-

7 The two explained variances were significantly different from each
other based on bootstrap estimates
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gration. The results were mixed among the sponsors of the
survey. Significant effects were found in both studies in the
US, and Study 2 in Hungary. However, B values were rel-
atively low, indicating that who commissioned the survey
had little overall impact on perceived trustworthiness (see
the “Model with vignette dimensions“ columns in Tables 2
and 3). We will return to the impact of the sponsor at the
end of the results section.

Control variables were included in the third modelling
step. In both countries and across the two studies, general
trust in science increased trust in survey results. No clear
trend could be identified for the other demographic vari-
ables. Lower levels of education decreased trustworthiness
ratings in Hungary regardless of the topic. This result was
consistent with that reported by Stadtmüller et al. (2022).
The results presented above demonstrate consistent robust-
ness when tested across multilevel mixed-effect ordered lo-
gistic regression models (see Tables A12 and A13). We
further tested the robustness of our findings by changing
the educational level to the SNS scores. Our findings re-
mained consistent in these models, although, in contrast to
education, SNS scores were not associated with perceived
trustworthiness, indicating that education is not an explicit
proxy for SNS (see Tables A2 and A3). We also tested how
robust the results were when analysing only the vignettes
that respondents received first. Vignette ordering was not
available in the Hungarian database, so we could only test
this on the US sample. The results obtained were consistent
with the models run on the full vignette set for both topics
(see Table A14).8

4.2 Results by Education Level

In H3, we hypothesized that survey-quality information is
more critical for highly educated people or people with
higher cognitive abilities. In all cases, the models run for
higher education groups had higher variance at the vignette
level than for lower education groups, and perceived trust-
worthiness was better explained by the vignette-level vari-
ables (see Tables A6 and A7). Moreover, in the higher-
educated subsamples, the B values for the sample size were
generally higher than those in the corresponding rows in the
lower-educated groups. In contrast, no similar differences
were found between the low and high SNS score groups
(Tables A8 and A9). When education was used as a proxy

8 In the fourth step of the modeling, we added the interaction of the
survey characteristics. However, these interaction terms were not sig-
nificant in any of the models (Tables A4 and A5). These results are
partly consistent with the findings of Stadtmüller et al. (2022), who
also reported null or weak effects.

for cognitive skills, H3 was confirmed and replicated the
results of the original study.

4.3 The impact of Political Variables

Our final (fourth) hypothesis was that individual-level po-
litical variables would be the most important determinants
of trustworthiness ratings when a topic is more contested.
Our hypothesis is not confirmed in the Hungarian case;
the role of the political variables is indeed important but
not larger than that of the other individual-level variables.
In the Hungarian sample, the total explanatory power in-
creased from 6 to 15.8 percent when we included non-po-
litical background variables and 20.3 percent with political
background variables. In the US data, however, the overall
explanatory power increased from 6 to 8.2 percent after in-
cluding non-political individual variables, and 21.7 percent
when we included political controls (see Table 3 and Table
A10). These are partial confirmations of H4.

An additional sign of the political factors at play is that
respondents in both countries showed a higher likelihood
of trusting the results when the majority’s stance in the text
was that immigration has a negative economic impact on
the country. Moreover, respondents had a higher trust in
the survey results if their views matched the results from
both countries. The B value of 1.4 in the US is considered
exceptionally high, given that the range of the dependent
variable was only six units. On the left-right dimension,
we found that right-wingers had higher trust in the survey
results than left-wingers in both countries. Political interest
was significant only in the Hungarian sample, with people
with higher political interest showing higher trust in the
results.

As a complementary analysis, we examined whether the
interaction of agreement with the other two political back-
ground variables increased the explanatory power of our
models. However, these interactions were not significant
(Table A11).

The final question we examined was whether the survey’s
sponsor and the respondents’ political affiliation interacted
with each other to determine the trustworthiness of the sur-
vey. We expected that those on the political right would
have lower trust when they see results from CNN/HVG
and leftists would have lower trust when they have to eval-
uate a survey sponsored by Fox News or Magyar Nemzet.
We added survey sponsor and left-right scale interaction
terms to our models. The interaction term was significant
in both countries. We could only observe substantial differ-
ences in the case of right-leaning media outlets (see Fig. 1
for the marginal predictions). People with left political ori-
entation gave a trust score under 2 to surveys sponsored by
FOX, while right supporters gave nearly 3.5 scores for the
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Fig. 1

The interaction between survey sponsor and the left-right ideological position of the respondent
in Study 2

same study. We could find the same pattern in the Hungar-
ian sample but with a smaller difference between the two
political sides.

5 Discussion

This study examined the factors that drive trustworthiness
assessments of survey results in contested and uncontested
topics across two countries. Study 1 replicated the study
by Stadtmüller et al. (2022) and investigated the degree
to which individuals depend on information about survey
quality and the specific indicators they prioritize when ex-
pressing their perceived trust in a survey result. Study 2 ex-

tended the original study by asking the same questions in a
more contested and politicized issue. Our findings show that
most results of Stadtmüller et al. (2022) travel well across
these survey topics and the two countries. As for the main
findings, when evaluating the trustworthiness of survey re-
sults, individual characteristics hold more weight compared
to survey quality information, larger sample sizes enhance
trust, and highly educated individuals assign more impor-
tance to methodological information in both countries, re-
gardless of the topic. Nevertheless, when the survey topic
was more politicized, the respondent’s political character-
istics and issue position strongly shaped their trust judg-
ments, which resonates well with findings from research on
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motivated reasoning (Kuru et al. 2017, 2020; Madson and
Hillygus 2020).

The significance of methodological information persisted
in Study 2, suggesting that people consider survey quality
information even when their own political or issue position
biases their perceptions. In particular, sample size signif-
icantly impacted trust. This evidence suggests that across
different cultures, the sample size might be one method-
ological aspect of a survey consistently considered in trust
evaluations, while other factors such as representativeness
might not be universally applied. Our findings regarding
the moderating role of education corroborate the earlier
results. Those with higher levels of education tended to
attribute greater importance to survey quality information
when evaluating their level of trust. Nevertheless, the differ-
ence between the two groups was rather small, indicating
that some methodological details of a survey are available
during judgments, even for low-educated populations. The
findings underscore the significance of transparency and
methodological disclosure in survey reporting (Bhatti and
Pedersen 2016) as they can enhance trust directly or po-
tentially mitigate partisan-based motivational biases (Kuru
et al. 2017). Furthermore, even if our findings suggest that
survey quality information is judged and taken into consid-
eration by many, enhancing survey literacy and educating
individuals on how to discern the validity of survey results
remain crucial tasks in science communication (Stadtmüller
et al. 2022).

It remains unclear whether differences between educa-
tion groups reflect differences in cognitive skills. We found
that subjective numeracy skills were unrelated to trust as-
sessment. Future research should use other measures of cog-
nitive abilities (e.g., Cognitive Reflection Test [CRT] and
Need for Cognition) and replicate our analysis.

Our study adds nuance to the findings of the original
study by showing that the extent to which individuals uti-
lize survey-quality information is contingent upon the level
of controversy and politicization surrounding the survey
topic. These results resonate well with some earlier experi-
ments (Kuru et al. 2017, 2020; Madson and Hillygus 2020)
and findings of the motivated reasoning literature (Bolsen
et al. 2014; Kunda 1990; Redlawsk 2002; Tsfati 2001; Chia
and Chang 2017; Searles et al. 2018). Particularly, in the
US survey, individual-level political variables accounted for
most of the variance (other individual characteristics [e.g.
trust in science] had stronger explanatory power in Hun-
gary). The American results align well with the dynamics
of polarization observed in American society (Iyengar and
Westwood 2015).

This leads us to the issue of generalizability. It was as-
sumed that cultural factors are likely to have an impact on
the level of trust individuals have in scientific, polling, or
media institutions, their knowledge about and consideration

of survey quality information, and their inclination towards
motivated reasoning. This study showed that some of the
basic heuristics of trust assessment are common in these
three countries, while there are also relatively small differ-
ences in the weights of the different factors. This continues
to be an important avenue for future studies to examine the
development of trust in surveys in cross-national settings
with greater cultural diversity.

Our study comes with some limitations, which offer op-
portunities for future research. First, for sample represen-
tativeness and random selection, we manipulated the dis-
closure of these characteristics instead of using more direct
(representative vs. non-representative) comparisons. We as-
sume that Stadtmüller et al. (2022) chose not to use cate-
gories such as non-representative or non-random selection it
is unlikely that survey reports in real-world scenarios would
feature such descriptions. Yet, it is true that some respon-
dents may have assumed that those surveys with no infor-
mation were representative or applied random selection as
well. Future research could experiment with stronger ma-
nipulations. Second, the extent to which our findings can
be extrapolated to the general population remains unclear.
Both panels used in this study were nonprobability-based.
Members of such panels are typically more highly educated
and may be more interested in public affairs, indicating that
the way they perceive survey results can be systematically
different from that of the non-panel member population.
The use of probability-based panels can help tackle this
issue. Second, although the vignettes covered the most im-
portant indicators of survey quality, future research could
explore additional factors that may affect the public. For in-
stance, online surveys are often connoted with lower quality
in scientific (Baker et al. 2010) and public discourse (Cohn
2019), which suggests that the survey mode may carry sig-
nificant implications for credibility assessments.

In conclusion, the development of trust in the survey
results is a complex mental process that involves the con-
sideration of several factors. Trustworthiness assessments
are shaped by perceived methodological quality, the topic
of the survey, the sponsor or platform on which the survey
was published, and several political and non-political in-
dividual characteristics. Our research aided in determining
the significance of these elements and the degree to which
the development of trust in survey results can be universally
applied across diverse cultures.
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